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Foreword

World events at the turn of the decade appear to reinforce the belief
that large-scale conventional war between major powers is far less
likely than limited war involving smaller nations. Indeed, in the 1980s
the United States employed its military forces to achieve very specific,
limited goals—most recently, to oust Panamanian dictator Manuel
Noriega. Success in warfare of this kind depended less than in past
conflicts on sheer quantity of destructive firepower and more on
timely, measured use of appropriate force.

How modern firepower has been used in limited war—and how it
can best be used—is addressed by Robert H. Scales, Jr., Colonel, US
Army, in this study. Colonel Scales examines four conflicts
subsequent to World War II: the French Indochina War, the US
involvement in Vietnam, the Soviet intervention in Afghanistan, and
Britain’s Falklands War. Scales points out that such wars generally
were not struggles for territory, but wars of attrition: firepower was
applied primarily to kill as many of the enemy as possible and make
his continuation of the fight too costly. These wars showed the limits
of firepower’s effectiveness on a battlefield without fronts or
permanent enemy positions, where a hard-pressed enemy could merely
disperse to regroup and fight again at a time and place of his choosing.

Colonel Scales calls for more thorough integration of all fire
support and maneuver forces—stronger emphasis on a combined arms
approach to combat—and warns against overestimating the value of
bombs and shells against insurgents. As US planners reconsider force
doctrine and structure in a changing security environment, the lessons
in using firepower that Colonel Scales has so carefully drawn from
recent history should be included in their considerations.

VIR

J. A. BALDWIN
Vice Admiral, US Navy
President, National Defense University
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Preface

This book examines the role of modern firepower in limited war. 1
identify, from recent history, certain fundamental changes in the tra-
ditional American way of employing firepower that might better suit
the unique requirements of lesser conflicts. The book is, above all,
a history of firepower doctrine. Battles, weapons, and personalities
are mentioned incidentally and only as they relate to the tactical
methods that govern the use of artillery, helicopter gunships, and tacti-
cal airpower.

Reexamining the bitter experiences of Vietnam and similar wars
is an essential, though sobering, task. Recent military history may be
unpleasant reading, but it clearly demonstrates that limited or small
wars are a reality and are increasing in frequency, in destructiveness,
and in the importance of international issues that they iesolve. Some
of those who have taken the longer view of recent history have con-
cluded that the fundamental nature of modern war has changed.
Nuclear weapons have established a threshold of military force beyond
which no rational nation would cross. The proliferation of weapons of
mass destruction has reduced the probability of war between nuclear
powers while creating a vacuum of military influence that, in turn, has
permitted lesser conflicts to flourish.

Wars of the nuciear age have mainly involved Third World
countries but, on occasion, have drawn the great powers into participa-
tion. The specific justifications for such involvement have been as
varied as the conflicts themselves, out the exigencies of the changing
world economic order seem to spin a ccmmon thread. As it has since
the beginning of recorded history, conflict will continue to follow
commerce. The incidence of wars beneath the nuclear threshold fought
to gain economic advantage or deny it to others will in all probability
increase in proportion to the increase in global economic inter-
dependency. To protect its interests, therefore, the United States has

xiii
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no choice but to acknowledge the growing significance of small wars
and to undertake prudent and necessary preparations to fight them.
Americans may not find themselves actively engaged in another Viet-
nam, but the nation cannot ignore the plight of others so engaged or
expect that the present distaste for such forms of combat will preclude
US participation in future small wars.

Limited war ranges in intensity from acts of terrorism, at the
lower end of the spectrum, to larger conflicts with intensities some-
what less than full-scale conventional war. In the modern era, small
wars have taken two distinct forms: wars of attrition and wars of inter-
vention. | examine both forms in this book. A war of attrition is com-
monly characterized as a conflict without front lines, often fought in a
lesser developed region of the Third World, frequently in harsh condi-
tions of climate and terrain. Such a war has often pitted a modern mili-
tary force against a relstively primitive insurgent, as in the Soviet
Union’s conflict against the Afghan resistance. The obvious tech-
nologic.! and materiel advantages of the former have been more than
offset by political and practical limits placed on the use of modern
firepower, the unfamiliar and hostile character of the region, and the
often extremely long lines of communiration between the developed
nation and the battlefront. The insurgent’s task has been made easier
by sanctuary and materiel succor given by a powerful ally, knowledge
of the battle area, and support from local populations. Powerful
friends have often supplied an insurgent with modern tactical weapons
and equipment as capable as those of his opponent. The level of an
insurgent’s materiel sophistication has been limited only by his ability
to operate, transport, and maintain these complex weapons.

The nature of the enemy, terrain, and climate in a war of inter-
vention are usually similar to those of a war of attrition. However, the
forces of the intervening power are more limited and the expected
duration of combat is only days or weeks rather than years. The inten-
tion, as in the case of the Falklands, Grenada, Panama, and the Israeli
incursion into Lebanon, is to intervene quickly to achieve a politica: or
military objective, and then to withdraw once the objective is secured.

In both styles of small wars, the military objectives and tactical
methods are influenced by internal and international politics. The
insurgent seeks to maintain support of the people and to foster political
support abroad for his cause. The intervening power, sensitive to polit-
ical realities, must limit its use of force. It must end the conflict
quickly, before political pressures force termination under unfavorable
circumstances.
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If committed to such a conflict, US military forces should be pre-
pared to fight a small war with proper equipment, training, and tactical
doctrine. After a decade of quiescence, the American Army has now
addressed realistically the prospect of fighting small wars in distant,
undeveloped regions. The Army now possesses five light divisions tai-
lored for rapid deployment to distant regions by air. Each is an elite
force, intensively trained and equipped with a variety of modern mate-
riel. I hope recent history, as recounted in this work, will provide
some insights into the role that firepower will assume in the doctrine
of the light divisions and the Army as a whole.

Should they be faced with the prospect of committing American
forces to another small war, US leaders must have a realistic perspec-
tive on what firepower can and cannot achieve. I hope this study will
help those leaders gain that perspective.
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1
Firepower in the
American Way of War

The Civil War was the first American conflict observed closely
by professional European soldiers. Beginning in 1862, members
of the Greater Prussian General Staff, as well as representatives
from Great Britain and France, visited Unionn and Confederate
field commands. The views of these men were remarkably
alike—and uniformly unkind. They were appalled by what
appeared to be a singular lack of field discipline on both sides.
Colonel G. F. R. Henderson, eminent nineteenth century British
military thinker and writcr, noted in his biography of Stonewall
Jackson,

Neither was the fire of the Confederate infantry under the com-
plete control of their officers, nor were their movements always
characterized by order and regularity. It was seldom that men
could be induced to refrain from answering shot for shot; there
was an extraordinary waste of ammunition, there was much
unnecessary noise, and the regiments were very apt to get out of
hand.!

Observers noted that the Americans would rarely close
with the enemy but chose instead to fight at ranges of a quarter
mile or more and throw enormous quantities of lead at each
other, often for hours without end. What these observers

3
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4 Firepower in

witnessed first hand has become immutably associated with the
American way of war—the willingness of Americans to expend
firepower freely to conserve human life.

Americans have routinely emphasized the value of fire-
power in their military method for a number of reasons, scme of
them based on a continuing military practice that began in the
Civil War, others, more complex, arising from the essence of
American national character. America’s preoccupation with pre-
serving the lives of its soldiers is deeply rooted in its liberal
democracy. Jefferson’s elevation of life as one of the inalienable
rights of an individual underscored the obligation felt by Ameri-
can political philosophers in the new republic to provide for the
protection of its citizenry. The inherent value of human life has
become a political and moral imperative carried down and
amplified through generations and passed into the ethic of
American military men.

General Eisenhower, in his conversations with Marshal
Zhukov, was struck by the different value that Soviet and Amer-
ican leaders placed on their soldiers’ lives. In one instance,
Zhukov explained that minefields were best cleared by marching
soldiers through them, reasoning that a few losses to mines were
acceptable to mainiain the momentum of the attack. Eisenhower
noted in his memoirs that such methods, regardless of their tac-
tical utility, had no place in the armies under his command.
‘‘ Americans assess the cost of war in terms of human lives,’’ he
wrote, ‘‘the Russians in the overall drain on the nation.’’?
Throughout American history, from Antietam to Hamburger
Hill, a victory won with too many lives was not considered a
victory at all.

The proclivity to conserve lives in combat has been made
all the more difficult by a parallel distinction of the American
military tradition—the distrust of large, standing armies.
Reliance on the citizen soldier to fight its wars has customarily
given America a strong militia—but a less strong military. It has
meant that American armies have had to learn to fight by
fighting. Firepower lessened the price of this education.
Americans learned as early as the Civil War that firepower
steeled and coalesced unsteady troops and lessened the harm
done by an enemy far out of proportion to its killing effect.
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S. L. A. Marshall, in his pioneering studies on the personal
qualities that made Americans fight, noted, ‘‘Artillery fire
which is promptly delivered is like a shot in the arm. It moves
the man mentally and sometimes bodily, thereby breaking the
concentration of fear.”’?

In its major wars, the United States has been willing (and
rich enough) to compensate in materiel wealth for what it lacked
in preparedness for war. Once mobilized, America’s war indus-
try in the 20th century overwhelmed its enemies with weaponry.
The challenge for strategists and field commanders was how to
translate quickly the huge quantity of war matertel into the most
destructive machines of war. Artillery and aircraft have been
best suited for this purpose; bombing and shelling from great
distances have proven to be the most efficient and cost effective
means of delivering explosive power while avoiding direct,
bloody contact with the enemy.

The appearance of an effective long-range muzzle-loading
rifle in the mid-19th century led to the beginning of modern
field artillery. In previous centuries, cannons were simply
trotted in front of converging lines of infantry, pushed to a
range of approximately 300 yards, and fired point blank into
ranks of enemy infantry. This ‘‘assault artillery’’ was relatively
safe in such maneuvers because the muskets of the opposing
infantry were accurate only to about 50 yards. But a Civil War
muzzle-loading rifle in the hands of a marksman could hit an
area target such as a gun crew at 1,000 yards. Outranged by the
rifle, artillery of the attacking force was pushed back beycnd
effective range. Without protective artillery, infantry were faced
with charging across a half-mile of bullet-swept terrain against
an entrenched, unshaken enemy. Technology thus favored the
defense, and in the American Civil War and the Franco-Prussian
War four years later, the cost of the attack quickly became
probibitive.*

The Prussians, although victorious, suffered terribly from
French rifle fire.’ They sought immediately to improve their
artillery as a means of reducing the destructiveness of defensive
firepower. Their solution was to adapt conventional siege
artillery techniques to light field guns supporting the infantry.
To protect itself from the fire of a besieged fortress, artillery of
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The American Way of War 7

the siege train developed the means to fire from behind cover.
Siege guns fired in a high-arcing trajectory that permitted the
shells to clear protective cover and plunge down into a fortress.
Since the gunners could not see the target, they aimed indi-
rectly, by measuring bearing and distance to the target from a
map-and then calculating the azimuth of aim using a compass
and the proper elevation necessary to-raise the tube so that the
projectile would reach the target. An observer placed on a flank
spotted the fall of the shells; he used flags to telegraph correc-
tions back to the guns.

Indirect fire remained with the siege train until late in the
19th century because firing was slow and imprecise, and
because siege guns were too heavy and immobile to accompany
a field army.% But the Germans recognized that new tech-
nologies could overcome many of these problems. The develop-
ment of wrapped steel gun tubes and efficient breech loading
lightened artillery to the degree that siege-caliber guns could be
taken to the field. Gun cotton, or nitrocellulose, replaced black
powder propellants for artillery in the 1880s. Nitro burned more
slowly and lessened recoil shock. Less recoil made possible the
development of a pneumatic device to halt the rearward move-
ment of a gun and to return the tube to the same spot after each
round was fired. This change permitted guns fired indirectly to
be aimed with greater precision.” Because gun cotton was
smokeless, artillery hidden behind a hill no longer gave away its
position when it fired.

Other technologies applied to artillery at the turn of the
century permitted ‘‘fire support artillery’’ to be as flexible and
mobile as assault artillery had once been: modern instruments
made indirect aiming an exact science; improvements in
topography made possible shooting from map measurements
with enough precision to hit unseen targets; the field telephone
freed the artillery observer from the guns, allowing him to move
forward with the infantry and adjust fire from the front; and the
introduction of trinitrotoluene (or TNT) and improved metal
fuzes made artillery shells tremendously more lethal and
reliable.® By 1914 all of the elements of fire support artillery
bad been developed; they have remained essentially unchanged
to the present.

o e o e e = e+ e e e e -
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In the process of this transformation, the nature of artillery
combat was fundamentally altered. The direct-fire muzzle-
loader was replaced by the field gun and howitzer, capable of
accurate curved fire, which with their precise machinery and
optical devices became more instruments than weapons of war.
The general adoption of this instrument by all modern armies
after the turn of the century symbolized acceptance of the reality
that science and industry had replaced the ubiquitous, dashing
gunner of Napoleon’s day with a sophisticated yet sinister
technician.

The American Army remained until the end of the 19th
century a coastal and frontier garrison force. Modernization
came slowly, paiticularly in the technical branches. By the time
World War | began, American artillery consisted of an amalgam
of various obsolete types. Safe behind its protective seas, the
artillery arm was content to watch that conflict unfold and fol-
low the tragic course of ruinous war with curiosity and growing
concern.

America entered the Great War after three years of destruc-
tive trench warfare had caused enormous suffering among Euro-
pean armies. The small-bore rifle and machinegun continued to
make the defense predominant. The tactical problem faced by
military leaders of the untried American Army was how to
restore tactical mobility to the battlefield without suffering the
same fate as the Europeans.

By reputation the most innovative of senior American tacti-
cians was a gunner officer, Major General Charles P.
Summerall. He believed that the deadlock could be broken by
perfecting cooperation and communication between artillery and
the infantry. Attacks faltered when the infantry went *‘over the
top”” and immediately lost contact with the guns. Infantrymen
had no way to shift or concentrate firepower on unexpected
areas of resistance, or to stop and start a preplanned barrage to
keep pace with the momentum of the attack. Summerall also
observed that even when attacks were successful, a fatal pause
occurred as the guns attempted to move forward across a shell-
scarred no-man’s-land to stay within range of the infantry. All
too often, the enemy chose this vulnerable moment to counter-
attack and restore the defensive line.?
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To improve communications, Summerall greatly increased
the number of telephones and pyrotechnic devices in use. He
streamlined the system of signaling between the guns and the
infantry. With these improvements, American artillery soon
gained a-reputation for its ability to be shifted and concentrated

to support the attack. Not satisfied, Summerall experimented

with means of pushing light divisional guns forward with the
infantry to ensure continuous fire support. All of his measures
were effective to a degree, but, without field radios and motor
transport, artillery firepower was unable to achieve the mobility
necessary for a decisive breakthrough on the Western Front.!0

From his appointment as Chiet of Staff in 1926 until his
retirement in 1930, Summerall continued to apply emerging
technology to the problem of the infantry-artillerv team. His
efforts were carried forward by Lieutenant General Lesley
McNair, Chief of Army Ground Forces, who was responsible
for developing equipment, organization, and doctrine for the
Army in the Second World War. Together the two men created
an American artillery arm second to none.!!

Because of the emphasis by Summerall and McNair on the
artillery-infantry team, the American approach to mobile war-
fare was fundamentally different from that of most other West-
ern armies in World War II. The German system of blitzkrieg
melded together infantry, armor, and tactical airpower into a
flexible, mobile arm. Aircraft, principally in the form of light
and medium dive bombers, replaced artillery as the source of
heavy indirect firepower. In effect, the German Air Force was
exclusively a tactical arm and was designed for support of
ground forces.'? Tanks provided lower-level punch and shock
effect. These three elements were linked together with a superb
system of radio communications. But German artillery was too
slow, and its doctrinal employment too inflexible, to provide
mobile forces with firepower necessary to achieve the decisive
breakthrough. 13

The United States, on the other hand, relied on artillery to
provide breakthrough firepower. Unlike German artillery, which
was predominantly horse drawn, American guns were
motorized, either towed behind trucks or mounted on modified
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tank chassis.! The American fire support communications net-
work contained several times as many radio sets as the German,
allowing a forward observer with an infantry company to main-
tain constant contact with the guns to his rear. Fire commands
from observers were received by fire direction centers, or
FDCs, located with gun batteries. FDCs used map grids, firing
tables, and instruments to compute the aiming data necessary to
hit an unseen target. An officer in each FDC had the communi-
cations necessary to bring all guns from division through corps
to bear on a single target.

The science of fire direction had particular appeal to the
technical proclivities of American soldiers, and it was the equip-
ment and extensive training of FDCs that gave American artil-
lery unsurpassed fiexibility, speed, and accuracy.!> The quality
of artillery materiel was updated and improved. The 75-mm
divisional gun of World War I was replaced with a more power-
ful 105-mm howitzer. Also, heavier models (including the 155-
mm howitzer, 155-mm ‘‘Long Tom’’ gun, and §-inch howitzer)
were developed or modernized in time to be deployed in large
numbers. 16

The American style of blitzkrieg began by concentrating
the fires from guns scattered throughoat the front on a narrow
point of attack to demoralize the enemy and punch a hole in his
defenses for the infantry and armor to exploit. Mobile guns kept
up with the exploitation force and ensured that continuous fire-
power was available to destroy pockets of resistance that might
slow the advance.

Comments of friend and foe alike proved the wisdom of
the American style of blitzkrieg. German field commanders
were not much impressed with the quality and effectiveness of
American armored forces, but they uniformly expressed a
grudging respect for American artillery and tactical airpower
during the last eight months of the war.!” General Marshall
wrote,

We belicve that our use of massed heavy artillery fire was far
more effective than the German techniques and clearly outclassed
the Japanese. Though our heavy artillery from the 105 mm up
was generally matched by the Germans, our method of
employment of these weapons had been one of the decisive
factors of our ground campaigns throughout the world. '
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The American Way of War 11

The breakthrough firepower of the infantry-artillery team
was considerably enhanced late in the war when the practical
exigencies of combat had overcome many prewar doctrinal prej-
udices against the use of airpower in support of ground troops.
The doctrinal dispute began with the trial of General Billy
Mitchell and continued through the interwar years as Air Corps
officers sought to create a separate air force capable of action
independent of other services. On the other side of the contro-
versy were the ground force proponents who sought to keep the
air arm clearly subordinate to the Army commander for all air-
power functions except strategic bombardment. During the early
years of World War II, the conflict became personalized
between General H. H. Arnold, Chief of the Army Air Forces,
and General McNair. Because McNair openly opposed an inde-
pendent air force, Arnold perceived McNair’s efforts to create
an efficient mechanism for Army Air Force support of ground
forces as an overt attempt to undermine the capability of the Air
Corps to wage a decisive strategic air campaign.!?

The doctrinal struggle between these two factions effec-
tively halted progress toward a system of close air support until
the opening campaign in North Africa when the Luftwaffe
provided a painful lesson on how it was to be done. At the bat-
tle of Kasserine Pass, American units were badly mauled by an
air-armor team perfected by the Germans in Poland, France, and
North Africa. Stuka dive bombers, designed specifically for
ground support, continually bombed and strafed American
defensive positions.?® There was little evidence of Allied air-
power. Major General Omar Bradley lamented the poor state of
air support:

We can’t get the stuff when it’s needed and we’re catching hell

for it. By the time our request for air support goes through chan-

nels the target’s gone or the Stukas {German dive bombers) have
come instead.?!

After the disastrous opening campaign in the Northern Des-
ert, a British air officer, Air Marshal Sir Arthur Coningham,
instituted a system of control of Allied tactical airpower by
grafting to the out-of-date American doctrine a system estab-
lished and proven by the British Eighth Army in North Africa.
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Coningham preached that communications was the key to suc-
cessful air-ground operations. He insisted that air and ground
field headquarters be located together and demanded that effec-
tive liaison be established between them from Army Group
down to division.?? Following the British example, the ground
forces devised various signals using colored smoke and panels
to identify friendly units from the air. Similarly, the Air Corps
put more easily recognized markings on its planes in early 1943
to lessen the frequency of aircraft receiving fire from friendly
units.?3

Another procedure borrowed from the British during the
Sicilian campaign was the use of a forward air controller, or
““Rover Joe,”” normally an Air Corps officer in a jeep equipped
with an aircraft radio. At Troina in Sicily, the air commander
himself went into the battle area to direct his planes to the tar-
get. A year later in Italy, the Fifth Army and the XII Air Sup-
port Command placed air controllers in Army light observation
aircraft to lead fighters to targets in the path of advancing
troops.2* The most significant technique developed in the Medi-
terranean theater was a streamlined system of air requests. Pre-
war doctrine required that a request for air support be passed by
radio and approved at each level of command—a procedure that
often took a full day. Through the use of radio nets, and by cir-
cumventing intermediate headquarters, the request time was
reduced to hours.?

The American system of air-ground cooperation came into
its own during the Normandy campaign in 1944, In part, effec-
tive use of air-delivered firepower was made necessary by the
shortages of artillery ammunition that occurred when storms
swept away beachhead resupply facilities shortly after the inva-
sion. The previous Air Corps concept that fighter aircraft should
not be used against targets within range of artillery was forgot-
ten momentarily. The result was extraordinary. Ninth Air Force
fighter-bombers concentrated on key points of resistance within
very close range of friendly troops. Soldiers in contact dis-
covered that these attacks were more effective at destroying
close-in targets than heavy artillery normally used for this pur-
pose. Pilots of fighter-bombers armed with 500-pound general
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The American Way of War 13

-purpose or 260-pound fragmentation bombs quickly became
adept at attacking enemy-held foxholes, pillboxes, and
hedgerows, sometimes within 300 to 500 yards of forward
American elements.?¢ Ground commanders favored an air prep-
aration over artillery if they could be sure that the aircraft would
be on time and if the infantry could exploit the psychological
shock effect of bombardment with a follow-up attack.?’

Cooperation between air and ground forces increased as
both combat elements became more familiar with each other.
Although AAF doctrine dictated that the iwo should remain sep-
arate, tactical air and ground forces in fact drew closer together
as the war continued—and as the exigencies of combat dictated
that both operate in harmony to save lives. Artillery units
developed counterflak programs to suppress deadly ground fire
while fighter-bombers attacked. After the breakout at St. Lo,
aircraft VHF radios were installed in lead tanks of armored col-
umns to permit ground elements to communicate directly with
fighter-bombers circling overhead. Four to twelve aircraft
became ‘‘flying commandos’’ that ran interference by destroy-
ing opposition in front of columns. Flights operated or a rota-
tional basis to assure continuous cover.?® During the breakout,
this system was responsible for destroying more that 2,000 vehi-
cles and tanks in a single week. After the sweep across France,
the commander of a leading armored division commented, ‘“The
best tank destroyer we have is a P-47."'%

Operations in the field far exceeded the theoretical limits
imposed on close support aviation by strategists and doctrine
makers in the War Department. Army Air Force manual FM
100-20, Command and Employment of Airpower, placed air-
ground support last in priority behind the air superiority (or air-
to-air) mission and interdiction (the attack of enemy troops
behind the battle area). The Air Staff feared that too great a
reliance on the ground support mission might jeopardize move-
ment toward total separation of the ground and air services.30
Opposition from the top took many forms: resistance early in
the war to joint training between combat units of both services;
Air Corps opposition to ground force efforts to introduce the
light liaison planes {flown by Army pilots (which later proved
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Tactical air control system,
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successful as platforms for forward air controllers); and intro-
duction by the AAF of VHF aircraft radios unable to net with
any ground radios, which ultimatly delayed effective air-ground
communication until June 1944.31

But in spite of opposition from the top, practical soldiers in
the field did what was necessary to make close air support effec-
tive. General Bradley’s disparagement early in the war turned to
praise after the Normandy campaign. He found that even though
close support was third in priority, it accounted for a third of all
fighter missions flown by General Quesada’s Ninth Air Force.??
More than one in five medium bomber missions were flown in
close support. General Quesada stressed the particular pride that
skilled fighter-bomber pilots had in their ability to attack enemy
ground forces threatening friendlies. ‘‘Close-in air-ground coop-
eration is the difficult thing, the vital thing,”’ he noted, ‘‘the
other stuff is easy.’’3

With the doctrinal disputes resolved by practical experi-
ence, the Air Force sought after the war to derive a usable tacti-
cal method from the many ad hoc systems used during the war.
Both the AAF and the Army were pleased enough with the
European system to adopt it unchanged as FM 31-35 in August
1946. Flexibility and responsiveness in the new system were
guaranteed by the presence of a ‘‘shadow’ Air Corps element at
each level of Army field command down to regiment. Taking a
page from the Luftwaffe, Air Force forward air controllers, usu-
ally fighter pilots themselves, were to be collocated with for-
ward regiments and were provided with VHF radios similar to
those carried in ‘‘convoy cover’’ tanks during the Normandy
campaign.3

The early battles of the Korean War were fought using the
ground and air firepower doctrine perfected in the European
theater during World War II. In later campaigns in Korea, how-
ever, the distinct nature of the war again caused practical men in
the field to modify these methods to suit the unique demands of
a limited war fought in inhospitable terrain against an Oriental
enemy. Air Force doctrine was dramatically affected. During
World War II, US strategic bombing severely crippled German
and Japanese industry. But the North Koreans were careful to
shield most of their vital strategic targets across the Yalu in
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16 Firepower in

Manchuria. The interdiction campaign in Korea made resupply
more hazardous and laborious for the enemy, yet never effec-
tively destroyed his ability to fight. The North Koreans and Chi-
nese, much like the Viet Minh, moved enormous quantities of
materiel at night, often using a transportation network no more
sophisticated than the backs of their soldiers. For the first time
in the history of modern warfare, an enemy force was able to
conduct major ground campaigns successfully while never for a
moment achieving air superiority.3>

Two very difficult, related problems faced both air and
ground fire support planners in Korea. The first was the need to
achieve limited military objectives on the ground at the least
cost in lives; the second was to achieve these objectives against
a skilled, determined enemy who possessed unlimited human
resources and unbounded political resolve. As the war dragged
on and began to take the form of a World War I-style stalemate,
it became increasingly difficult to maintain cohesion among
combat soldiers in the field as well as popular support at home.
Faced with these realities, General James Van Fleet, the Eighth
Army Commander in Korea, gradually changed his method of
operation so that the primary task of engaging the enemy fell
upon artillery and airpower. A new term, ‘‘The Van Fleet
Load,’’ appeared in the media to describe huge tonnages of
munitions expended by the United Nations Command to com-
pensate for the enemy’s superiority in manpower and to hold
down its own losses.*

Firepower was relatively ineffective when the enemy dug
himself into caves and bunkers, but when he chose to attack, the
destructiveness of airpower and artillery was overwhelming.
During the Chinese attack on the so-called No-Name Line in
May 1951, American infantry dug themselves into bunkers with
overhead cover and called in tons of artillery on top of their
positions to annihilate the attacking enemy. In one infantry bat-
talion, the troops huddled in their positions while 2,000 shells
were fired in less than eight minutes. A single artillery battalion
fired 10,000 rounds of airburst artillery in six hours.3? General
Edward Almond, who commanded the corps that bore the brunt
of this attack, recalled instances when entire battalions were
saved from annihilation by firepower alone. He spoke of *‘time
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on target’’ concentrations in which as many as 14 battalions
fired more that 2,500 rounds-of differing calibers timed to land
on a single point within two minutes.

In one case an infantry battalion was extracted using a
““box barrage.’’ With the battalion under ‘‘heavy pressure from
three sides and with a road block to its rear, an artillery barrage
was placed around the unit. At an opportune time, the curtain of
fire in the rear of the unit was lifted and the friendly force
fought a withdrawing action in that direction protected still by
artillery fire on the other three sides.’’3 In desperate battles like
these, allied ground commanders could never get enough fire-
power. General Almond turned tanks into artillery by construct-
ing ramps or using embankments to emplace the tanks on
an elevated slope so that their direct-fire cannon could be fired
over the high Korean mountains using indirect artillery gunnery
techniques.3?

Not unexpectedly, field commanders in Korea continually
badgered the Air Force to commit more of its resources to the
tactical battle. General Almond conceded the usefulness of
interdiction during routine ground operations, but he argued that
once the enemy concentrated forces near the front, the prepon-
derance of bombing effort must be shifted to close support mis-
sions.*0 Under pressure from Army commanders and the Army
Chief of Staff, the Air Force shifted its effort from rail and
bridge interdiction to the dirsct support of ground troops. Dur-
ing the battle of the Soryong River, aircraft flew continuous
close support missions. The Air Force supported Almond’s
corps with radar-guided blind bombing strikes at night close to
friendlies. The Air Force flew over 4,500 sorties to beat back
Chinese attacks on UN defenses in October 1952. Large num-
bers of aircraft overhead punishing the enemy across the front
served to raise troop morale and reduce casualties.*!

Problems remained. Most ground commanders desired to
extend forward air controllers, or FACs, one level lower, from
regiment down to infantry battalion. The Air Force resisted this
initiative throughout the war (although FACs would be part of
each forward battalion in Vietnam). Delivery accuracy remained
poor, principally because the Air Force came to Korea inex-
perienced in the art of close support.? Jet pilots in particular
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had problems because their aircraft flew too fast to find the
target and keep it in sight while making a bombing run. The Air
Force solved this problem to some extent by placing tactical air
controllers in propeller-driven trainer aircraft to direct jet air-
craft to the target. Early in the war, many forward air control-
lers gave up their vulnerable jeeps for artillery liaison light
aircraft from the Army, and equipped them with VHF radios to
talk to fighters.#* This change greatly improved close-in target
identification and reduced the incidence of fighter-bombers
attacking friendly positions.* In spite of the best efforts of both
Army and Air Force staffs to decrease response times, close
support missions took too long to execute. The average response
time was one hour, with a quarter-hour taken by the battalion or
regiment to pass the request to the Joint Operations Center at
Eighth Army.#

The poor responsiveness of close air support and the
inability. of the Air Force to integrate its fires with those of other
fire support means remained a problem until the end of the war.
A succession of senior Army generals wanted to solve the prob-
lem by copying the Marines’ practice of assigning an air squad-
ron to each corps. The Army insisted that this was the only way
to achieve complete integration of air and ground fires.% In pre-
vious wars when airpower was considered ‘‘nice to have,’’ it
was acceptable for it to be outside the direct control of the
ground commander. But now Almond, Van Fleet, General
Mark Clark, and others argued that close air support was a nec-
essary ingredient for the success of the ground battle, and they
could not assure success without some control of fighter-bomber
aircraft.¥’ The Air Force resisted this move successfully, but
they did make some tactical concessions to improve responsive-
ness and fire support coordination.

The UN Command experimented late in the war with set-
piece attacks in which artillery and air fires were delivered
simultaneously or, in some cases, sequentially with no delay
between them. For the most part, the experiments failed because
the maneuver commander lacked the communications and con-
trol to apply both means in unison.*® To some degree, ground
commanders in 1953 faced the same tactical problem that Sum-
merall faced in 1918—how to create a flexible, reliable sysiem
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of firepower delivery effective and destructive enough to restore
mobility on the ground.

The frustration of static warfare in Korea caused a few pro-
fessional military men to question the soundness of the tradi-
tional American assumption that firepower would prove the
decisive element in future battles. They argued that in past wars
Americans possessed the potential for maneuver as complete as
any opponent, yet the suspicion grew that a fixation on fire-
power never permitted the full potential of maneuver warfare to
be realized. Another concern was the growing American distaste
for expending huge volumes of firepower without proper regard
for accuracy or the appropriateness of munitions to the target.
The Korean War provided many disturbing examples in which
thousands of artillery rounds were fired at hardened targets
without effect when a single, accurate, direct-fire weapon might
have done the job.*

In spite of these problems, a generation of military men
came to rely on firepower alone for tactical success on the bat-
tlefield. The role of the infantry in the Korean War increasingly
became that of a “‘finding and fixing force.’’ The infantry held
a thin defensive perimeter and patrolled aggressively to ensure
that an enemy attack was detected in time to destroy it with
artillery and airpower. Large-scale operations such as the battle
for the No-Name Line became carefully orchestrated battles of
attrition, the objective of which was to slaughter thousands
using hundreds of thousands of bombs and shells with the least
loss to the American side. Imperfect as it may seem today, the
firepower system developed during the Korean War became
accepted by Western armies as the proper tactical mechanism
for dealing with an intractable Oriental foe.

The Korean War demonstrated to the US Army the poten-
tia' value of vertical envelopment. Veterans recalled the endless
tod and bloodshed necessary to assault and seize steep mountain
peaks. Those with foresight recognized that many lives could
have been saved by using helicopters to transport and support
soldiers fighting in mountainous terrain. The decade between
the American involvement in two Asian wars witnessed a grow-
ing effort by the Army to pioneer development of an entire fam-
ily of vertical-lift aircraft. By 1960 the Army was committed to
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20 Firepower in

the modernization of its aviation fleet to include an all-turbine-
engined family of medium- and heavy-lift belicopters and fixed-
wing aircraft. Within two years, the ubiquitous UH-1 “‘Huey”’
appeared in the first of its many variations and testing was well
underway on the Boeing Vertol HC-1B ‘‘Chinook’’ cargo-
carrying helicopter.

Overshadowed by these major developments was a lesser
effort begun at Fort Rucker, Alabama, as early as 1956 to arm
Army aircraft. Crude machinegun mounts and rocket-firing
devices were attached to an unlikely assortment of light
and medium aircraft. The Air Force viewed these colorful early
efforts with increasing discomfort. Discomfort turned to alarm
during the early 1960s when the Army began a program to arm
its fixed-wing Mohawk aircraft with bomb racks and
machineguns. The Mohawk was not a helicopter and its per-
formance, particularly its speed and carrying capacity, placed it
in a league with light fighter aircraft. The Air Force perceived
the armed Mohawk as a threat to its monopoly on the close air
support mission and responded with a concerted effort in Wash-
ington to keep the Army out of the business of aerial fire
support.

In the ensuing interservice debate, the Army argued that
the Korean War demonstrated clearly that neither artillery nor
Air Force systems could provide the surgical precision and
direct observation necessary to engage a fleeting or entrenched
enemy. The Army also argued the value of using troop-carrying

helicopters to conduct combat assaults from the air and con- .

tended that the armed helicopter was the only fire support plat-
form compatible with helicopter-borne or ‘‘airmobile’ infantry
formations. The Air Force responded that the Army’s require-
ments for aerial fire support could be met with the current fam-
ily of multi-role fighter aircraft.5

The debate might have continued fruitlessly for decades
had practical experience in Vietnam not supported the Army’s
case for armed helicopters and the airmobile concept. Beginning
in 1962, the unreliable and ungainly H-21 ‘‘Flying Bananas’’
began ferrying Vietnamese troops into combat. Later in that
same year, armed Hueys began escorting the vulnerable trans-
ports into landing zones. The Air Force insisted that the Huey
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gunships be used only for ‘‘defensive’’ purposes. They could
only engage when the H-21 transports were fired upon and
could not wander off on their own to engage ground targets.>! In
spite of these restrictions, the Hueys proved their worth by
markedly reducing the loss rate of escorted transports from
ground fire. Thanks to the war, the gunship was here to stay.52

While early wartime experience kept the airmobility con-
cept alive, the Army began a remarkable program at home to
develop modern equipment and doctrine for helicopter-borne
fighting units. Not since the German effort to perfect its style of
blitzkrieg in the 1930s had an Army so focussed itself on creat-
ing an entirely new dimension in land warfare. From a historical
perspective, similarities between the efforts of the two armies
are striking indeed. After a decade of preliminary work, the
Army created its first full-scale experimental airmobile unit, the
11th Air Assault Division, in 1964, commanded by Brigadier
General Harry W. O. Kinnard. It was a conventional light divi-
sion, in size and structure similar to other light divisions, except
for its 434 aircraft, four times the normal division complement.
The Hueys of two light helicopter battalions provided the lift to
carry infantry. Firepower was provided by three conventional
light artillery battalions that could be lifted by Chinooks and an
aerial artillery battalion consisting of rocket-firing Hueys.53

General Kinnard built and employed his division in a man-
ner as unconventional as its birth. Terrain-bound doctrine was
ignored; bureaucracy was transcended. New ideas arrived con-
tinuously in the kitbags of pilots and staff officers returning
from Vietnam. These ideas were evaluated and grafted to exist-
ing practices. By the fall of 1964, the 11th Air Assault Division
was ready to be tested, and for two months it exercised continu-
ously throughout the Carolinas under the close scrutiny of
almost 2,000 tactical and technical evaluators.>*

Parallels between German and American experiments with
new concepts of war were also evident in the frustrations and
obstacles that inhibited the progress of both. More traditional
Army officers, although acknowledging the utility of vertical
assault in Vietnam, doubted the helicopter’s survivability in
conventional war. Other services, particularly the Air Force,
argued that a conventional Army division could be just as

= o ko ot i R e e a2 e

Ay i o e




. e A

st

22 Firepower in

effective as the 11th if augmented by Air Force C-130 trans-
ports and dedicated fighter and reconnaissance aircraft.

In spite of these obstacles, the Carolina exercises justified
years of work by the Army and vindicated General Kinnard’s
style of aerial warfare. However, it took the increasingly serious
military situation in Vietnam to keep the 11th Air Assault Divi-
sion alive. Fortuitously, although the division was tested in a
conventional war environment, it happened to be particularly
well suited to war in Southeast Asia. On 1 July 1965, the new
division became part of the Army’s permanent force and was
redesignated the 1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile). General
Kinnard remained in command. Two months after its activation,
the division arrived in Vietnam.

Seldom has an American military unit been thrown so pre-
cipitously into combat; never has one experienced such an
abrupt change in climate or terrain. Waiting to do battle with the
1st Cavalry was an enemy inured to combat in Southeast Asia
and confident in the knowledge that they had defeated a first-
rate Western army on the same ground just a decade before.
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2
The First Indochina War

Colonel Charles Piroth, the commander of artillery at Dien
Bien Phu, had fought his way through North Africa, Italy,
France, and Germany as an artillery commander in World War
II. In Italy he lost an arm to a German mine, and his martial
image and authority were enhanced by the sight of 2n empty
sleeve tucked into his belt. He complained often to his officers
that he spent far too much time shepherding a seemingly endless
procession of dignitaries about the camp. To many visitors, the
French position seemed vulnerable; the firepower available for
its defense, inadequate. Piroth however, was adept at assuaging
the fears of French officials. He was certain that the few guns
scattered about several strong points would be adequate to repel
any attack by the Viet Minh. Firepower had proven the decisive
factor in the defense of similar French positions in the past.
Only the previous August at Na-San, an entrenched camp
similar to Dien Bien Phu, French guns and bombers had broken
the back of the Viet Minh ground assault and slaughtered
thousands.

When the camp commander, General de Castries, cau-
tiously suggested that 30 medium and heavy guns seemed rather
a small complement of firepower, Piroth replied that the Viet
Minh would not be able to drag more than a few light pieces
through the jungle to oppose him. Supplying them over
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mountainous terrain bereft of roads or trail networks would be
difficult, if not impossible. The hills surrounding the camp were
too high for shells to be fired over them accurately, he insisted,
and no enemy would be foolish enough to place guns on the
exposed forward slopes of these hills and risk detection and
destruction by air strikes and direct fire from Dien Bien Phu. He
pointed out that the number of guns alone was not the sole
measure of French firepower. Twenty thousand rounds of artil-
lery airlifted into Dien Bien Phu at great effort would be more
than enough to crush any attack before it formed. De Castries
respected his gunner’s advice and consoled himself with the
belief that the airpower retained under his command would
more than compensate for any shortage of artillery.

The French Union Forces occupied Dien Bien Phu for four
months without serious threat. Piroth’s confidence seemed justi-
fied. But beginning in March 1954, the French suddenly found
themselves besieged by a force far larger and more powerful
than anyone in the high command had previously thought possi-
ble. Piroth came to realize that the enemy had miraculously
ringed the camp with enough firepower to destroy it, and after
three days of merciless bombardment and ground attack, he
knew that the garrison was doomed. Instead of crushing enemy
guns, Piroth was unable to find them. Neither counterbattery
fire nor sorties by bombers and fighters could silence a methodi-
cal bombardment by 200 guns and mortars firing over 2,000
rounds each day.

The communists quickly silenced the French guns inside
the largest artillery position. Field guns positioned by Piroth at
outlying strong points were beyond effective range of each
other, thus incapable of taking up the fires of the silenced guns
in the main artillery position. As he witnessed the destruction of
his guns one by one, Piroth became increasingly depressed. He
apologized to his commander and to some of the troops who
were obliged to endure terrible shelling in poorly prepared,
densely packed trenches and dugouts. *‘I am completely dis-
honored,’’ Piroth said as he turned to leave the command
bunker. *‘I have guaranteed that the enemy artillery couldn’t
touch us—but now we will lose the battle. I'm leaving.”’ He
retired to his own bunker. With only one arm, he was unable to
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cock his service pistol, so he found a grenade, pulled the pin
with his teeth and held the grenade to his chest. His suicide
presaged the sacrifice of the French garrison.!

When viewed again after thirty years, the tragic course of the
siege at Dien Bien Phu unfolds like a microcosm of the greater
Indochina War. During eight years of conflict, the Viet Minh
experienced tactical defeat and often suffered terribly when
forced to face the killing destructiveness of French firepower.
But the Viet Minh accepted their losses and learned from their
tactical mistakes. Methodically, over time, they succeeded in
dominating all of Indochina except for-a shrinking French *‘safe
area’’ restricted to Hanoi and its immediate environs. The
French Union Forces fought back with occasional motorized and
airborne forays from their protected regions, only to grow
weaker with each thrust as the Viet Minh grew stronger. Look-
ing back, one cannot help being struck by the futility of the
French military effort in Indochina. The Viet Minh in fact held
most of the strategic and tactical cards.

Immediately after the Second World War, the Viet Minh
enjoyed a ten-month respite from French colonial rule. During
this time, the Viet Minh established a republic and began the
process of building an army of resistance unimpeded by outside
interference. Even after the return of French military authority,
Viet Minh forces continued to grow in regions of Vietnam sym-
pathetic to the insurgency. They were aided in great measure by
the Communist Chinese, who provided arms, advisors, and
sanctuary across the international border. After 1949, Chinese
assistance became a flood that the French were unable to stem.
Modern arms including anti-aircraft guns, machineguns, recoil-
less rifles, artillery, and vehicles made the Viet Minh increas-
ingly capable of standing up to major French mechanized
formations on equal terms.?

Mao Tse-Tung wrote of the peasantry as a friendly sea in
which the insurgents, like fish, are protected and nourished. As
the war progressed, the Viet Minh gained increasing allegiance
from the Vietnamese people, particularly in northern Vietnam
(or Tonkin). The local population, for example, provided the
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Viet Minh high command with exact details of French move-
ments and intentions. As long as the French Army remained
roadbound or relied on massive support bases and airfields to
launch airborne assaults, they were never completely able to
surprise the enemy. The Viet Minh owned the night and,
increasingly, the countryside. They were able to elude the
French and could at will close secretly around their objectives
and strike the French without warning. Finally, and perhaps in
the long run most importantly, the Viet Minh cause had about it
the certainty, indeed the inevitability, of history. France was the
last of the European imperial powers to resist the loss of its
colonies by force. The image of a European giant attempting to
crush a movement for independence gave the Viet Minh a moral
advantage in the world that made continuance of the war
increasingly unpopular in France and made full support by
allies, particularly the United States, less and less certain.

From the beginning, the French Army in Indochina real-
ized that its mastery of and ability to conduct European-style
machine warfare was its greatest, and perhaps only, military
advantage. To the end, they believed that the enemy could be
crushed and Indochina subdued by concentrated firepower.
Experience early in the conflict also taught the French that artil-
lery and airpower had little effect against an elusive enemy who
avoided a fight. What the French sought was a large-scale battle
of attrition—a showdown, if you will, which would grind the
Viet Minh to dust under a final massive avalanche of bomb and
shell.

This strategy had two telling flaws, First, the French soon
became frustrated by their inability to find and fix an enemy in
an inhospitable environment. The Viet Minh maintained the ini-
tiative throughout the war, choosing when and where to fight.
Fruitless searches, cordons, and mechanized forays into the hin-
terland usually resulted in either nothing or, all too often toward
the end of the conflict, terrible losses to the French in large-
scale ambushes and attacks on isolated perimeter forts. The
French in desperation changed their strategy to one that sought
to lure the enemy into attacks against exposed but heavily
defended positions with the hope of destroying them in a defen-
sive battle of attrition. Successful at first, the French Army
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28 Firepower in

chose defensive killing grounds farther and farther from their
base of support. Their final choice was Dien Bien Phu.

The second French mistake was the assumption that they
alone possessed the ability to apply massive firepower in a bat-
tle of attrition. Thanks primarily to their Communist Chinese
allies and the respite gained by the ending of the Korean War,
the Viet Minh soon became adept artillerymen. By 1953 the
French had lost the contest for firepower superiority; they were
out-gunned five-to-one at Dien Bien Phu.

Outpost Artillery Versus the Guerrilla

The first phase of combat action in Indochina lasted from 1946
until the beginning of the Communist Chinese involvement in
1950. This period witnessed mutual force escalation and
increasingly greater losses on both sides. The French forces,
hampered by budgetary constraints and the growing un-
popularity of the war at home, sought simultaneously to secure
the territories surrounding Hanoi and to locate and destroy the
enemy in two key base areas hidden in the forest north and
northeast of Hanoi. General Giap, the military commander of
the Viet Minh, realized the importance of these base areas, par-
ticularly during the early phases of the guerrilla campaign when
his forces were weak, untrained, and poorly equipped. Giap
relied on the bases for unimpeded access to Chinese advisors
and supplies. Viet Minh main force units could retire to them
whenever threatened to rest and prepare for the next operation.?

The French challenged Viet Minh control over the base
areas in 1947 by launching their first large-scale conventional
offensive. Their objective was to captire the Viet Minh head-
quarters between an airborne blocking force and an armored
column pushed northward from Hanoi. Giap was not yet strong
enough to fight a full-scale battle, so he ordered his forces to
disperse and escape through the porous French lines. The year-
long operation yielded some supplies and several thousand Viet
Minh dead, but by 1948 the French retired to the protection of
the Red River Valley, leaving the base areas and the tactical ini-
tiative to the enemy.*

As he was building a conventional force, Giap maintained
pressure on the French by infiltrating a steady stream of forces
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The First Indochina War 29

into the Delta.lowlands surrounding Hanoi. His objective was to
tie down French forces, destroy as many as possible, and create
havoc in the colonial heartland by initiating numerous local
attacks on isolated garrisons. To counter this tactic the French
High Command sought to séal off the Delta from Viet Minh
incursion. The French began a massive program to strengthen
and expand their string of regional forts, outposts, and guard-
houses inherited from the colonial period. They hoped that the
defensive <trength of these positions, and the protective fire-
power available to them, would make the garrisons reasonably
secure with as little manpower as possible. The forts were to be
an economy-of-force measure to permit the creation of a mobile
force capable of maneuvering the enemy into a decisive, large-
scale battle of attrition. This task became a race against time.
Fortresses had to be modernized to keep pace with the growing
ability of the Viet Minh to destroy them with their increasing
numbers and firepower.>

Most forts, particularly those in outlying areas, were
ancient ‘‘Beau Geste’’ structures of little military value. The
French hastily abandoned most of these and replaced them with
rudimentary barbed wire entanglements and weapons emplaced
in bunkers. Rarely would these crude posts, strung like beads
along roads and canals, be manned by more than a platoon or
two of Vietnamese Army troops led by a lone French officer
and a few French NCOs. Several key villages would also have
forts. Larger towns might be garrisoned by a mobile battalion or
regional headquarters.®

To cover these widely spread garrisons, the High Com-
mand was forced to alter significantly many long-held tactical
concepts about the employment of artillery. Since the days of
Napoleon, the French had adhered to the doctrine that artillery
could be decisive only when used in mass. Now artillery was
intended to assist in the pacification and control of large areas.
Consequently, it had to be scattered checkerboard fashion
among widely separated garrisons throughout a region. An iso-
lated post might have had only one or two guns at most. The
smaller posts had to be content with a section of mortars. Guns
so widely scattered were unable to provide destructive fire. For
the most part, static artillery became merely an assurance of
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French presence and had only limited psychological and harass-
ing effect on the enemy.”

French artillerists quickly learned and practiced principles
of employment that helped to enhance the effectiveness and
lethality of position artillery. Isolated gun sections were
smplaced and crews trained to fire in all directions, giving each
fort a protective lethal area out to the firing limit of its guns.®
Forts were constructed so that protective umbrellas of fire over-
lapped with other forts to ensure that each provided the other
mutual support if attacked. In Tonkin, area commanders also
had a number of ‘‘semi-mobile’’ sections of two guns and three
trucks to provide some limited means of massing fires in an
emergency.

Until the end of the war, position artillery remained the
poor sister of the French Army in Indochina. In Tonkin alone,
fixed guns accounted for over 400 weapons of mixed cali-
bers, including US 105-mm and 155-mm howitzers and British
3.7- inch and 25-pounder guns. Artillery employed in static
roles was not organized into traditional artillery batteries and
battalions, however, but was collected in ad hoc groupings of
30 to 40 pieces under a small headquarters staff responsible for
their administrative and logistical support.?

Such small forts often proved easy prey for a determined
attack. After the Viet Minh began receiving mortars, artillery,
and rocket launchers, only a very lucky or well-prepared outpost
stood a chance of survival. Artillery was normally the only rein-
forcement the regional command could provide at night. The
enemy assault invariably came just after dark. Once the attack
was discovered, all of the surrounding garrisons within range
would shift their guns toward the garrison under attack. Without
detailed instructions, all guns would begin to concentrate fire on
pre-selected targets just outside the perimeter wire of the threat-
ened fort.!0 If the fort was near a large cantonment in Tonkin,
local artillery fires might be augmented by a battery of [55-mm
Long Tom guns, which could throw a 100-pound projectile
15 miles in any direction. Centers of resistance within the fort,
built with concrete, offered the defenders a last-ditch chance to
survive by withdrawing inside sturdy bunkers and calling for
concentrated artillery air bursts over their position.!!
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If the garrison could hold out until daybreak, relief might
arrive on the scene in the form of a mobile column or tactical air
support. Too often, however, the small, isolated forts along
lines of communication suffered overwhelming attack and were
soon lost.!? Bernard Fall, a sympathetic observer of the plight of
the ‘‘area security forces,”” wrote,

Perhaps the sector’s operations officer would say, over the morn-

ing coffee, to one of his colleagues: ‘‘Did you hear about what

happened to PK 141? Got clobbered last night. The Morane [air-

craft] flew over it this morning and nothing stirred. Also looked a

bit charred around the ports, the pilot said....”” ““Damn! This is

the third bunker this month. There goes another 57 [recoilless
rifles], two machine guns, ten grenades and the radio set. Hanoi
is going to bitch like hell.”” And that was all the recognition PK

141 ever got.13

Why were the Viet Minh so often successful when attack-
ing fortified places in the face of superior French artillery and
airpower? Success came from a sense of cold pragmatism
engendered by practical experience. Giap conceded to the
French their firepower predominance and willingly spent lives,
first to maintain his offensive and second to buy time in order to
create a firepower arm powerful enough to challenge the French
in open warfare. Giap, however, did instruct his *‘suicide
commandos’’ to take precautions to lessen the effect of French
firepower. Surprise and secrecy on the part of the attacker were
essential.

The Viet Minh learned from experience that under no cir-
cumstances should a column be caught in the open by French
aerial or ground observers. The Viet Minh travelled at night in
small groups to lessen the probability of detection. They moved
through areas firmly in their control and limited exposure out-
side of their protective base areas by planning attacks carefully
and by moving to and from the objective with no delays. The
Viet Minh learned from the Chinese the fine art of camouflage
and practiced it so well that aircraft rarely identified troops
marching directly under them.

If caught in the open by French firepower, the enemy
would scatter and hide before the French were able to adjust in
and mass artillery fires on their position.!* Adjustment of fire
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was necessary because the first shots fired by the gins most
often fell some distance from the target due to inaccuracies by
the gunners in predicting the gun’s trajectory and map location
errors by the observer. The initial burst forewarned the enemy
and a race against the clock began, immediately pitting the
fleetness and cunning of the enemy against the technical skill
and speed of the gunners. All too often the Viet Minh won. The
French High Command commented,
Neutralization was often jeopardized because certain artillerymen
spent a relatively long time on adjusting prior to firing [a great
many rounds] for [killing] effect. In the case of an enemy as elu-
sive and as quick to disappear as the Viet Minh infantryman, the
advantages of a careful adjustment of fire were often nullified
because the target had the time to escape before he could be fired
upon. 15
The fleeting, elusive enemy and difficult terrain greatly
reduced the killing power of artillery and airpower. Firing tables
inherited from World War II understated the number of rounds
necessary to kill or neutralize an Oriental force. The Viet Minh
would stay and ‘‘hunker down’’ under a hail of fire that would
have demoralized and scattered a European enemy. !¢ The
French general! commanding the artillery in North Vietnam
‘‘was astonished to see that a burst of 24 light howitzer blasts
did not neutralize the Viet Minh foot soldiers crouched on a
road embankment at the outskirts of a village or else that a final
protective fire of two or three salvos (10 to 24 shells) only
brought about a short delay in the enemy attack of a fort.”’V?
During the early years of the war, a French aircraft diving
on an attacking force was enough to frighten the green insur-
gents and force them to break off the attack. But before 1950
the French could rarely send more than a single aircraft to turn
back a local attack. Often the only aircraft available were old
British-built Spitfire fighters. The Viet Minh quickly learned
that airpower employed in penny packets possessed little
destructive power. Aircraft moved too fast to isolate and aim at
individual targets, and fighter aircraft could rarely make more
than a couple of passes before returning to base for fuel. The
Viet Minh soon learned to take cover, engage the plane with
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rifles and machineguns, and continue the attack after the aircraft
departed. 8

The enemy’s tactics for the close attack effectively served
to dissipate French firepower. Attacks were preceded by con-
centrated recoilless rifle, mortar, and machinegun fire intended
to kill as many unwarned defenders as possible and, with luck,
knock out the defender’s radio, the sole means of calling for
{riendly fire. Often, if shells were available, the enemy engaged
other nearby forts with mortar fire. This tatic served to confuse
the French and caused them to divide their artillery response
among several forts.!®

The attacking force practiced what was commonly called
the ‘“‘hugging technique.’’ Instead of attacking in depth, the
entire force would crawl silently through barbed wire outside
the fort and compress their formation into a single, tightly
packed line of infantry. Invariably the defenders, relying on
their European experience, and unable to see anything but faint
glimpses of the enemy, would place final protective concentra-
tions of artillery harmlessly behind the enemy.20

Not all French efforts to defend a static position ended in
failure. Given a sturdy, modern concrete position, an alert out-
post, and some luck, foriress soldiers could give a good account
of themselves. Should the Viet Minh ‘‘commandos’’ be dis-
covered passing through the barbed wire, the garrison often
halted the advance with small arms fire. The defenders would
use the radio to call in artillery immediately and would then
adjust the impact of the shells to form a protective barrier of
exploding steel between themselves and the enemy. Distant
guns fired “‘star shells,’’ essentially artillery-delivered illumina-
tion flares suspended by parachutes, to light up the fort and
permit the defenders to locate and target the enemy.2! Should
the enemy be trapped outside the perimeter at daybreak, a
competent defender would call for air support to complete the
destruction.

Close air support of isolated garrisons became more efiec-
tive later in the war as the quality of aircraft improved and as
airmen became more familiar with their assigned sectors of
responsibility. Bombing and strafing runs in defense of outposts
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were particularly destructive because a pilot did not have to
guess the location of friendly troops. He could attack without
time-consuming aerial reconnaissance and long radio conversa-
tions with unseen troops in contact. He was assured that the gar-
rison was protected by concrete and anything moving outside
was fair game.?

In spite of occasional successes and numberless sacrifices,
the French were never able to secure the Red River Delta from
Viet Minh infiltration. Ironically, what was intended as an econ-
omy-of-forces effort to secure the area around Hanoi eventually
cost the French more in resources than it did the enemy. By
1954, 82,000 troops were immobilized behind the wire of 920
posts of varying sizes. Mobile units, intended for offensive
operations, had to assign on a continuous basis one-quarter of
their infantry and tank units to protect artillery, command posts,
and other heavy equipment. As many as half of all infantry
formations, either fixed or mobile, were used for guard duties.?

The surveillance of a 12-mile section of road cost the
French the equivalent of an infantry battalion and a battery of
artillery. The enemy could render that same stretch of road
insecure with a single company of regular soldiers. In the entire
Delta region, Viet Minh strength never exceeded 37,000 com-
batants. This manpower was enough to maintain the initiative,
and the enemy exploited this advantage relentlessly to defeat
French local security forces. Fortresses and firepower were no
match for cunning, patience, courage, and a willingness to sac-
rifice many lives to achieve an objective. As one French general
remarked, ‘‘We are the ones who are infiltrated in the Delta, not
the Viet Minh.”’%

The French lost the opening round of the war when they
lost effective control over most of the territory and population in
North Vietnam. The French failure provides an unmistakable
lesson for a Western army confronting a large-scale insurgency.
No amount of firepower or fortification can be effective against
an insurgent without first gaining the support of the people who
inhabit the countryside. The French never fully realized the
importance of winning popular support. Even if they had, it
seems unlikely that as a colonial power they would have been
able to present the peasantry with a long-term alternative more
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attractive than the independence promised by Ho Chi Minh. In
suck: a situation, bombs and shells proved a long-term detriment
to the French military effori. A senior French artillery com-
mander writing immediately after the war understood the
ambivalent role that firepower plays in the guerrilla phase of a
revolutionary war:
The evolution of a minor police action to full-scale military oper-
ations occurs almost imperceptibly. But the curve of this evolu-
tion becomes discontinuous at the moment when artillery appears
on the scene, for, while this serves to create fear, it also often
makes it difficult to identify rebel elements from within peaceful
populations. Once artillery joins in ground warfare . .. then the
game is quickly compromised, for success ... is fundamentally
more dependent upon political action than upon firepower.?

Giap Tries Open Warfare

With much of the countryside in his control, Giap was prepared
to escalate the conflict to open, conventional warfare. He was
secure in the knowledge that even if his attempt at direct con-
frontation with French firepower failed, he still would retain the
allegiance of most of the people, and would be able to continue
guerriila warfare indefinitely until final victory was achieved.
Time was on his side.

In 1950 Giap ordered Viet Minh forces in North Vietnam
to the offensive. His objective was nothing less than to capture
Hanoi and to push the French into the sea. The recent tide of
war seemed to justify his decision to attack. The Viet Minh then
controlled all of North Vietnam except for the Red River Delta.
Giap had even succeeded in placing two crack regular regiments
inside the Delta under the noses of the French.2¢ The Chinese
Communist victory in 1949 had provided Giap with a fully
secure sanctuary from which to launch and support the attack.
The Chinese provided the Viet Minh modern, sophisticated
arms and advisors skillea in their use. With this Chinese assist-
ance, Giap transformed his disparate guerrilla bands of 1946~
1949 into well-armed conventional units. Five new 10,000-man
divisions appeared, armed with Soviet rocket launchers,
automatic weapons, and mortars, as well as several calibers of
recoilless rifles captured by the Chinese from the United States
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in Korea. Giap also formed the 351st Heavy Division and
patterned it on a Soviet artillery division. It was composed of
two-artillery regiments equipped with an assortment of Soviet
light artillery and captured American 105-mm howitzers.

Because the peasant guerrillas had little experience with the
technical complexities of artillery gunnery, the Chinese opened
to them the extensive artillery school and firing range at Ching-
Hsi in South China. This cooperation began a relationship that
would grow rapidly in the next four years. Viet Minh gunners
would never match the French in the rapidity, precision, and
flexibility of their fire.?” Nor could they ‘‘mass’’ or concentrate
an entire group of available guns of different calibers and units
simultaneously and precisely on a single target. One French
gunrer noted that Viet Minh artillery ‘‘never massed by bat-
talion and even at Dien Bien Phu it did not appear that enemy
artillery had effected massive concentration of firepower. Their
action was primarily undertaken in the form of sustained harass-
ment at a very slow pace.’’?® For technical skill, however, the
Viet Minh substituted a full measure of bravery, tenacity, and
the ability to move guns through trackless jungle and employ
them unseen.

To maintain the illusion of control, the French left a string
of large isolated camps on the periphery of North Vietnam and
in the midst of the enemy. These outposts contained more than
6,000 troops and were separated from the French main line of
resistance by 300 miles of communist-held jungle. The Viet
Minh offensive opened in October 1950 with startling success.
They methodically overran and destroyed all of the over-
extended frontier posts. The French lost 6,000 men, 100 pieces
of artillery and mortars, and scveral thousand tons of ammuni-
tion. It was the worst French colonial defeat since Montcalm
died at Quebec in 1759.%

Spurred by his early victories, Giap pushed his forces
toward a decisive showdown in the Red River Delta. But his
hopes for final victory were proven premature by a new and
formidable opponent: General Jean de Lattre de Tassigny,
appointed Commander-in-Chief in December 1950. De Lattre
was dispatched to turn the fortunes of the war and restore
waning French morale. He accomplished the latter immediately
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upon his arrival. *‘In his first address de Lattre promised little:
no improvements, no reinforcements, no easy victories. But he
made one promise that he kept to his dying day: No matter
what, you will be commanded.’’*°

De Lattre realized that the Viet Minh could not be stopped
unless French Union Forces took the offensive. He began imme-
diately to rebuild and expand the two offensive elements within
the Army that, if wisely handled, promised to be decisive: the
mechanized mobile groups and the airborne. Mobile groups
were essentially motorized infantry regiments, organized on the
European pattern, consisting of a regimental headquarters, three
infantry battalions, an artillery battalion, and other occasional
attachments such as engineers or tanks.3! They were employed
like combat command or regimental combat teams in World
War II and Korea. Operating independently as self-contained
forces of all arms, mobile groups (or GMs, to use the French
initials) were intended to roam freely about the countryside
seeking out the main-force Viet Minh units and destroying them
with concentrated firepower.

The quality of soldiers and materiel varied widely. Some
GMs were manned almost entirely by colonials with French
officers and NCOs; others had a more substantial leavening of
professional soldiers from Metropolitan France.’? Early GMs
were poorly equipped, but with American aid, which began in
quantity after 1950, they became increasingly more powerful. A
group most often consisted of several hundred armored half-
tracks as troop carriers, accompanied by a dozen tanks and artil-
lery pieces, with a hundred or more trucks and light vehicles
providing logistical and administrative support. The groups
were kept in large garrisons when not deployed and were dis-
patched like ‘‘flying columns’’ to clear major routes, to relieve
besieged garrisons, or to encircle suspected Viet Minh
concentrations and destroy them with their substantial organic
firepower.33

De Lattre knew how to employ mobile forces. He had
commanded the Free French Army in its dash across Europe
during the last nine months of World War II. He was wise
enough, however, to understand that mobile warfare in Vietnam
was fundamentally different from warfare in Europe. In a region
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of mountains, jungles, and rice paddies, mobile groups had little
terrain for maneuver and were essentially road-bound; thus the
tactical reach of mobile groups rarely exceeded a half-mile on
either side of a major highway. A single roadblock or ambush
could halt powerful convoys for hours. The Viet Minh often
took full advantage of the French lack of off-road mobility by
ambushing and harassing convoys.3* During the Viet Minh siege
of the city of Hoa-Binh, a French relief column took 11 full
days to cover 25 miles. At one time the effort to keep open this
small stretch of road consumed fully one-third of all mobile
groups in North Vietnam.3

De Lattre expected artillery and airpower supporting the
mobile groups to provide them a firepower advantage over the
enemy. Artillery and airpower could range far away from the
roads and destroy Viet Minh concentrations that his road-bound
troops stretched along miles of convoy could not reach.
Organized on the American pattern, the artillery battalion
attached to each mobile group was smaller than most, having
only 12 instead of the traditional 18 105-mm howitzers.
Because all French artillery was ‘‘towed’” as opposed to ‘‘self
propelled,’” mobile group guns were unable to shoot while on
the road and had to be unhooked from behind their towing
trucks and placed into position before firing.

Although the French could not afford the 18 guns per bat-
talion they preferred, gunners made a virtue of necessity by
pointing out that restrictive Vietnamese terrain made smaller
battalions more flexible and easier to employ in mountains and
jungle. When it moved in convoy with the mobile group, the
artillery was dispersed in battery segments of four guns and
scattered throughout the column. This dispersal ensured that an
ambush would not destroy all of the firepower supporting the
mobile group. Also, since some columns stretched over several
miles when moving on a single road, guns were spread to
ensure all elements in the convoy remained under at least a
portion of the protective artillery umbrella.3

De Lattre relied on the airborne forces as well as the mech-
anized mobile groups; 14 parachute battalions gave de Lattre a
force not dependent upon roads for mobility. The French air-
borne was raised, organized, and tailored specifically for com-

.
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bat in Indochina. As the war gained in intensity, the size of the
airborne forces grew rapidly from a few hundred in 1946 to over
10,000 by 1951. The force was mostly native with French and
Foreign-Legion leadership, although some units retained a high
percentage of Metropolitan soldiers until the end of the war.¥’

A shortage of airlift, which persisted with little relief
throughout the war, imposed a severe limit on the materiel that
the airborne could carry with it into battle. For this reason, air-
borne combat formations were almost entirely infantry, armed
with an increased allotment of small automatic arms and
machineguns for close-in fighting. Each battalion had a few
light mortars and recoilless rifles, which could be parachuted in
door bundles from C—47 aircraft. Until just before Dien Bien
Phu, airborne artillery consisted of only a few batteries of 75-
mm recoilless rifles, flat-trajectory weapons normally employed
by infantry soldiers.3®

French airborne battalions tended to be larger than regular
infantry battalions, led by better officers, and staffed and
equipped with more sophisticated communications gear. These
units were ‘‘elite’’ in the sense that all members, including
native soldiers, were volunteer long-service professionals. The
leadership tended to be more experienced, yet younger and
more aggressive. They trained realistically and were proficient
enough early in the war to challenge the Viet Minh in moun-
tainous and jungle terrain without constant reliance on heavy
firepower for an advantage.® The airplane gave parachute bat-
talions unparalleled mobility when moving to the battlefield, but
once on the ground their mobility was no better than the
enemy’s. The only escape from annihilation for units sur-
rounded by a superior force in the jungle was to fight their way
through Viet Minh to a friendly fortress or airfield.

The airborne depended upon the Air Force for reconnais-
sance, resupply, and, in large measure, fire support. Through-
out the war, unfortunately, the French Air Force was operated
on a shoe string. Obsolete German Junkers JU-52 transports
were the only aircraft available for bombing early in the war:

It amused the pilots to drop shells by hand through the doors of

their Junkers onto any Viets they happened to see. They then got

tived of tossing them out and asked the mechanics to fix home-
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made bomb racks under the fuselage. The bomb racks usually

worked, but one could never be quite sure of them—the bombs

might still be there. Not that it mattered, for it increased the
sporting side of things~ landing was more fun.40

Fortunately for the French, American aid dramatically
improved the ability of the Air Force to provide fire support for
troops in the field before Giap began his general offensive in
1950. The Bell P-63 ‘‘King Cobra’’ was the first modern
American aircraft delivered and was favored by the French
because its accurate 37-mm gun proved effective as a powerful
strafing weapon particularly well-suited to providing fires close
to friendly troops. A shortage of cannon ammunition and spare
parts forced the United States, over French objections, to
replace the P-63s with Navy F-6F Hellcat and F-8F Bearcat
fighter-bombers in 1950. These aircraft were more reliable and
provided close support using guns and light fragmentation
bombs.

Close air support by the French Air Force became truly
effective in October 1950 with the arrival of 24 B-26 medium
bombers. These planes had fixed forward-firing weapons in the
nose, superbly suited for close-in strafing. They could carry a
single 1,000-pound bomb or an equivalent weight of smell frag-
mentation bombs. Most significantly, the plane could fly from
Hanoi to distant points in Vietnam and Laos with enough fuel to
remain in the air above friendly troops and provide continuous
close air support.42

All airpower in Indochina, including naval aviation, was
subordinated to de Lattre and therefore did not suffer from inter-
service doctrinal disputes and the presence of multiple air arms
that hampered the United States in Korea. De Lattre split his air
resources into three air command groups (or GATACsS, for
Groupments Berien Tactique), each commanded by an Air
Force general and each subordinate to one of the three regional
ground commands in North Vietnam, South Vietnam, or Cam-
bodia.** Both ground and air force headquarters were located
together and remained in proximity throughout the war. Com-
mand and control was continually hampered by shortages of
communications equipment and trained controliers, but the
French went to great lengths to streamline the air request system
to make it as responsive as possible to ground forces.
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Independent units, or even the smallest isolated posts,
using an ‘‘emergency request net’’ tied directly to GATAC
headquarters, were given unquestioned authority to call for
immediate air support if attacked. This doctrinal concept was
years ahead of its time.* Proximity and unity of command gen-
erally resulted in a smooth working relationship between air and
ground components. However, it seems almost an axiom of
modern war that minor frictions will arise between soldiers and
airmen in combat. From the viewpoint of one French infantry
commander,

The pilot is a jealous animal who will not take off without crders

from the Air Force. He is always ready to protect the autonomy

of his service and to take the most inflexible approach.
The view from the air was predictably opposite:

The infantry ... would like the Air Force to fly above them like

tanks supporting the attack. It is a mission which we never will

refuse when a comrade is in danger. But please do not ask us to
attack targets protected with dug-in anti-aircraft cannon unless
absolutely necessary.4

The French maintained a formal air request network based
on the American system for routine air operations. The French,
however, were rarely able to use the formal system because of
the intensity of ground operations and the limited availability of
aircraft. More often than not, a fighter-bomber enroute to a pre-
designated target would suddenly be diverted to strike in support
of an active ground engagement. The French believed such
diversions to be unsatisfactory because often an aircraft in the
air found itself armed with the wrong munitions for the strike.
They preferred to keep a certain percentage of planes fueled and
armed with differing ordnance on a ten-minute ground alert.
Regional air headquarters then had the flexibility to choose the
appropriate aircraft and bomb load for each strike.46

The most effective French innovation in the control of fire-
power was their use of ‘‘Moranes.”’ These were small liaison
aircraft, essentially French-manufactured versions of the Ger-
man Feiseler ‘‘Storch” light liaison plane made famous by Field
Marshal Rommel, who used his Storch as an aerial jeep during
the campaign in North Africa. The Morane was a superb light
plane for its day. It could operate from unimproved jungle air-
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strips, was easy to maintain, and could carry a pilot and
observer with enough radio gear to communicate simultaneously
with the Air Force and artillery. The Moranes were flown by
both Air Force and Army pilots; the observers were equally
skilled at adjusting artillery fire and guiding combat aircraft to
their targets. Ground units with a friendly Morane overhead
were rarely ambushed. The little planes acted as radio relays
and helped lost units to locate themselves in the jungle.

To a ground unit in heavy contact, the ability of a Morane
observer to mass supporting fires often meant the difference
between victory and annihilation.4’ To do this well demanded
from the Morane observers coolness under pressure and the
utmost skill in orchestrating the deadly and complex fusion of
air- and artillery-delivered fire support. The normal procedure
for an aerial observer was to start artillery falling immediately
once on station and to call GATAC to dispatch aircraft on strip
alert or to vector aircraft involved in other missions to the con-
tact. Aircraft arrived piecemeal, in ones and twos, often low on
fuel and armed with a variety of differing (and often unsuitable)
bomb loads. The Morane observer’s critical task was to shift
quickly from artillery to airpower as it arrived on station and
back to artillery once the aircraft departed, ensuring that no
break occurred in the intensity or effectiveness of fire. A pause
of only a few minutes between delivery of the two might give
the enemy just enough time to regain the momentum of his
assault.

A skilled Morane observer could direct aircraft in ‘‘on the
deck” with artillery projectiles in the air fired on a time cue to
explode seconds ahead of and behind the aircraft. A miscalcula-
tion of a few seconds by the Morane might mean the destruction
of an aircraft by friendly fire. Since this process could only be
controlled from the air, ground commanders most often relin-
quished the responsibility for controlling firepower from their
ground observers to the Morane. This was just as well. In the
heat and confusion of battle, the Morane orbiting above was in a
better position to observe and make decisions than the observer
fighting for his life in the jungle below.48

Another essential skill demanded of a Morane observer was
the ability to place fires immediately in front of friendly troops.
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To do this effectively and quickly, a pilot needed an intuitive
feel for the urgency of the situation, the destructiveness of the
munitions at his command, the skill of the fighter pilots and
gunners at his command, and some knowledge of the degree of
protection afforded to defenders. An observer could not always
rely on the judgment of the embattled commander on the ground
whose problems were amplified by the fact that the enemy pre-
ferred to fight close-in. Only a few yards of jungle might sepa-
rate friend from foe. In these circumstances ‘‘minimum safe
distances’’ prescribed in regulations for bombs and shells were
meaningless. To break a final charge, a French aerial observer
would have to call in light artillery and napalm to within 40
yards of French troops, sometimes less if the sacrifice of a few
friendly casuvalties might save the unit. Bombs were dropped
within 100 yards; strafing by a skilled pilot could be brought in
as close as a few feet from a position.*

American Air Force advisors were not particularly
impressed by the French method of close air support. The sight
of individual combat aircraft rushing helter-skelter across the
countryside at the call of any small unit embroiled in a firefight
appeared to be disorganized and without purpose or direction.
Americans thought any air support system so decentralized to be
incapable of supporting a decisive air campaign. To their minds,
the French air arm had sold out to the Army and had become
nothing more than aerial artillery.>

Brigadier General Albert Hewitt, in a letter to the Secretary
of Defense written following a fact-finding mission to Indo-
china, noted,

Perforce and because of the relationships existing between the
French Air Force and the French Army, air operations are based
primarily on ground operations. Because of the scattered nature
of surface operations, air elements are usually employed in rela-
tively small increments on independent actions that are separated
by tirne, space or both. Under such circumstances it is difficult to
take advantage of the shock effect and mutual support that results
from concentration of force or to utilize effectively the inherent
flexibility of airpower to achieve decisive results.5!

General Hewitt was correct in one respect: the French
effort to provide ground and air fire support was indeed ‘‘scat-
tered.”” But the enemy was scattered. There were no large troop
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concentrations or supply depots conveniently available for
attack by massed firepower.

The close air support system as it was improvised by the
French proved adequate as long as enemy activity was restricted
to low-level hit-and-run attacks on scattered garrisons. The real
test came in early 1951 when Giap raised the firepower stakes
and promised Ho Chi Minh that he would be in Hanoi by Tet.52

Encouraged by his success in isolating and destroying the
French frontier posts, Giap undertook a full-scale attack to
besiege Hanoi using newly formed regular divisions. On the
13th of January, Giap opened the campaign by throwing two of
his divisions against the city of Vinh-Yen, which was defended
by two understrength French mobile groups. De Lattre realized
immediately that Vinh-Yen presented the opportunity he had
long sought. Now he could use French firepower to best advan-
tage in a set-piece battle of attrition. On 14 January de Lattre
took personal charge of the battle. He ordered an airlift to rein-
force Vinh-Yen and initiated a relief operation using fresh
mobile groups to seize and hold strategic hills to the north of the
garrison. Once these forces secured and fortified the hills, de
Lattre intended to use them as a lure to draw the enemy into a
“*killing ground.’’>3

Giap obliged with a vengeance. The French received their
first taste of ‘‘human sea’’ attacks at Vinh-Yen—wave upon
wave of Viet Minh infantry throwing themselves against the
hastily dug defenses of the hill line. Lucien Bordard witnessed
such an attack:

The Viets attacked in spite of their increasing losses. They came
in against machine guns as if they were drunk.... Groups of
three linked their ankles, so that the dead or wounded would still
advance, carried on by the others. And then there were those who
blew themselves up with their yellow-powder bangalores with
packets of sulphur tied to grenades. They died to smash the
enemy. ... In some places everything was so furiously burned
that the French and the Viet Minh bodies could no longer be told
apart,>4

For three days the Moranes stationed themselves above the
Viet Minh and dropped volley after volley of artillery fire into
the enemy masses. The attacks intensified at night and Air
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Force C—47 cargo planes-orbited lazily over the battle dropping
parachute flares to rob the enemy of protective darkness. De
Lattre diverted all fighter-bombers in Indochina to Vinh-Yen.
Transport planes were hastily converted to bombers and thrown
into what became the most massive aerial bombardment of the
war.% Aid from the United States arrived in the form of jellied
gasoline canisters, or napalm bombs, which had proven effec-
tive in Korea. De Lattre acknowledged after the battle that the
timely arrival of napalm helped in great measure to turn the
tide. Napalm was not particulariy destructive, but it could be

.dropped close to friendly troops in contact. Also, the exploding

gasoline created a barrier of flame and smoke lasting two or
three minutes, which gave the defenders a brief respite while it
burned.

The sight of huge balls of flame appearing unexpectedly in
their midst had an enormous psychological effect on the enemy.
The diary of a Viet Minh officer found at Vinh-Yen evinced the
terror produced by this first exposure to napalm:

Another plane swoops down behind us and again drops a napalm

bomb. The bomb falls closely behind us and I feel its fiery breath

touching my whole body. The men are fleeing in all directions
and I cannot hold them back. ... I stop at the platoon commander

... his eyes were wide with terror. *‘What is this? The atomic

bomb?*’56

By 17 January, the Viet Minh surrendered the battlefield at
Vinh-Yen and disappeared into the forest. The battle had been a
close call for the French, but it was a clear victory made all the
more significant because it had been fought by brave soldiers
and won with decisive firepower.%?

Giap tried another major attack in March, this time with
three divisions supported by artillery, mortars, and heavy anti-
aircraft machineguns in the vicinity of the French outpost at
Mao Khe. The Viet Minh were defeated more easily this time
because the French were fighting in open territory and were
defending a well-established series of outposts. A small French
garrison reinforced by the 6th Colonial Parachute Battalion suc-
ceeded in beating off a force six times its size using prearranged
artillery barrages and continuous strikes by B-26s and naval
fighters.58
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Still. undeterred, Giap, after a two-month pause, launched a
third multi-division attack along the Day River line in the South
Delta region. Although this attack was accompanied by commit-
ment of irregular forces to-attack the French.rear, the results
were the same—devastation of the attacking force. Giap, facing
the loss of nearly half of his combat divisions, had no choice
but. to withdraw to his sanctuaries in the north and evaluate the
reasons for his failure.”

Both sides derived certain lessons from thes€ battles.
Giap’s most important lesson was that his divisions were too
lightly equipped to slug it out with French firepower in open
combat. He would, therefore, revert to guerrilla and peripheral
warfare, again employing irregular forces against enemy
strength and his main battle forces against enemy weakness. He
would commit his forces only when there was a high probability
of success. For the next year he conducted low-intensity opera-
tions in the Thai highlands and in Laos.

The lessons that Giap learned from his defeat at the hands
of French firepower were not altogether negative, however.
Giap noted that the ability of his forces to stand up to firepower
increased with experience. The terror effect of napalm and
bombs at Vinh-Yen passed quickly when the Viet Minh learned
that such weapons were not as destructive as they first appeared.
When caught in the open during an attack, the Viet Minh
learned to scatter quickly and press themselves against paddy
dikes and minor undulations in the ground to protect them from
strafing aircraft.® The Viet Minh also discovered at Mao Khe
that a few well-hidden and bunkered heavy machineguns greatly
lessened the effectiveness of French air attacks. Occasionally an
aircraft was hit, less often destroyed, but the threat posed by
these guns prevented destructive ‘‘on the deck’’ strafing, which
caused most of the casualties at Vinh-Yen.6!

Giap learned in later battles that he did not necessarily have
to match French firepower gun for gun to lessen its effect. A
few artillery pieces, mortars, and recoilless rifles, carefully hid-
den, protected, and fired discretely in small masses at a French
column, proved effective far out of proportion to the relative
size of the artillery force.%2 During Operation Lorraine, con-
ducted in the narrow defiles of the Thai hills, the Viet Minh
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successfully used all .arms simultaneously to destroy a French
mobile group near Chiang Mai in 1953. Communist artillery
and mortars opened fire on all elements of the convoy from both
sides of the road on which the two-mile-long convoy was stal-
led. Artillery was dug in as close as 50 meters from French
vehicles and could not miss. French soldiers who survived the
battle noted that enemy waves attacked directly through their
own exploding artillery and were on top of the vehicles before
the shelling stopped. The ambush was broken only when French
legionnaires charged artillery -positions hidden in the hills.
Ominously, they discovered that none of the enemy guns had
been destroyed by French airpower or attillery fire.6

Giap realized that the infantry weapons he was receiving
from his Soviet and Chinese allies were superior to the French
weapons and better suited to close-in fighting. This meant that
French battalions—particularly the lightly equipped airborne—
would be at a disadvantage should their external fire support be
suppressed or destroyed. Chinese supplies of heavy weapons
were also becoming more readily available to help narrow the
gap between French and Viet Minh firepower.

The Viet Minh developed a realistic tactical method for
employing guns that made best use of what little firepower they
had. A regular Viet Minh battalion attacking entrenched French
troops late in the war could expect supporting fires from two
batteries (each with three 75-mm Soviet mountain guns), three
mortar companies (each with three 82-mm mortars), and seven
recoilless rifles. During the preparation phase of the attack, the
enemy fired the recoilless rifles into strong points and kept the
French pinned down with up to 400 rounds from mortars and
artillery. When the battalion reached the French lines and began
firing machineguns, the supporting fires would be shifted to
more distant targets. Captured Viet Minh documents admitted
that this level of support was not sufficient to ‘‘wipe out’’ the
French, but the presence of Viet fire support did effectively end
the French monopoly on heavy firepower and gave the attacking
force a momentary edge that the Viet Minh exploited through
liberal use of fanatical waves of soldiers.%

Giap also realized that he had been too impatient in his first
attempt at open warfare, and he was not going to repeat this
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mistake. His new strategy was not to avoid the big battle.
Instead, he would fight it on his-own terms. He sought to draw
the French farther away from their bases in.an effort to weaken
their ability to project and supply large, firepower-intensive
forces, and then strike when a combination of favorable circum-
stances involving weather, lines-of communication, terrain, and
available forces negated the French firepower advantage. In
many bloody, inconclusive fights involving units from single
regiments to divisions, Giap preferred to sacrifice some units
hopelessly trapped by French offensive action rather than let
himself be drawn into a. ‘‘meat grinder’’ operation like those the
Americans carried out so effectively in Korea.%

The victories against the Viet Minh in 1951 firmly con-
vinced a succession of French Commanders-in-Chief in Indo-
china that the war could be won by fighting a decisive set-piece
battle of attrition. To the end, they sought to lure the Viet Minh
into attacking well-prepared positions—to create a series of
small Verduns intended to let the enemy ‘‘bleed himself white’’
in the face of French firepower. The belief that this would
happen became known as the ‘‘illusion of Vinh Yen.”

In their haste to destroy the Viet Minh in a battle of attri-
tion, the French made several critical miscalculations. First,
they over-estimated the killing effect of their own fire support
systems—particularly airpower and artillery.® To a forward
observer standing on the ground, the destructive power of deto-
nating bombs and shells appears overwhelming indeed. How-
ever, the Americans in Korea recorded many instances in which
troops in contact worked over an area with tons of ordnance
only to be fired on again when attempting to resume the
advance. Eyewitness reports from these actions remarked con-
sistently that, although the target area may have been torn up
with craters and uprooted trees, there was painfully little
evidence of enemy casualties.

Recent experiments and analytical studies done by the US
Army and RAND Corporation tend to support earlier combat
observations in Korea. The studies show that in the most favor-
able circumstances of terrain and enemy disposition an explod-
ing 750-pound bomb has less than an even chance of causing a
single casualty. Napalm is the least effective of air-delivered
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munitions: its destructive radius is less than 30 yards, and pro-
portionately less if dropped in dense jungle.%” Artillery killing
power is equally unimpressive. A single 105-mm artillery round
fired against dug-in troops has less than one chance in a hundred
of causing a casualty.

These odds were.computed assuming the target to be Euro-
pean soldiers arrayed in a conventional attack formation. The
destructiveness -of modern firepower decreases even more
sharply when the enemy, huddled in a jungle, cannot be seen or
when he attacks silently at night, dispersed, skillfully using each
crater or fold in the ground for cover. The frustration felt by
European soldiers when confronted with such an enigmatic
opponent was expressed vividly by a group of pilots immedi-
ately after the war:

The Viets have adapted themselves at an incredible speed to

napalm, to all forms of strafing and to the fire of heavy weapons.

The effectiveness of the fortifications as well as their passive

defense against napalm bombs or artillery shells are masterpieces

of their kind.... They are a race of fighters who had become
aviation and cannon proof.%

French firepower was effective early in the war because of
its psychological effect and because it was often fired into
masses of unseasoned infantry. As the enemy became more
adept at avoiding French firepower, and as they began to pos-
sess firepower means of their own, increasingly more ordnance
was needed to achieve significant results. Unfortunately, man-
power constraints and a parsimonious government at home
severely limited the Army’s ability to deliver more firepower.
With over 500 guns tied up in small, scattered outposts, French
gunners were never able to increase the proportion of artillery
supporting mobile operations. Had the French been able to
release more guns to their offensive arms it seems unlikely that
the tenuous supply situation in Vietnam would have allowed a
corresponding increase in the supply of ammunition. It is
instructive to note that in 1951, the year French mobile forces
defeated Giap in open warfare, the artillery, both position and
mobile, in all areas of Indochina fired a third of a million
rounds. In 1969 American artillery of all calibers fired ren
million rounds in South Vietnar: alone.”

L . h——enS. Mt A R, S . N

e e - e o e g T % onn

R e



The First Indochina War ‘ 53

The Air Force, too, was hard-pressed to provide adequate
aerial firepower for even routine air operations. Throughout
1951, the few available bombers and fighters were flown to the
limits of endurance and managed, through herculean effort, to
drop 8,621 tons of bombs.”! Compare this to the 110,000 tons
of bombs dropped by the US Air Force during a two-month
period in support of a single operation.”

A second miscalculation made by the French was the very
same made by the Germans when they chose to fight a war of
attrition at Verdun in 1916: unless the attacker holds an over-
whelming advantage in the means of destruction, casualties are
likely to occur in equal measure on both sides. Ironically, the
French: attempt to ‘‘bleed the Viet Minh whiie’’ caused the
greatest losses to French mobile forces, particularly among
junior officers and NCOs. These were the men that France
could least afford to lose. Casualties became so severe late in
the war that the quality of leaders and led began to decline
alarmingly. Training and morale suffered because infantry bat-
talions spent months at a time in the field and returned to gar-
rison decimated by battle casualties, disease, and exhaustion.
The High Command found itself unable to replace losses with
native Frenchmen and were obliged to fill the ranks with
increasing numbers of North and Central Africans, Vietnamese,
and legionnaires.

As a result of the cumulative effect of all of these factors,
the combat reliability of the French infantry began to decline
after 1951. It was then that the High Command saw a pre-
cipitous rise in the amount of artillery support needed for infan-
try operations. Since the days of the Napoleonic wars, shaken or
green soldiers required greater concentrations of firepower to
keep them effective. Where previously a French battalion might
rush a strong point or maneuver against an ambush, it now
pulled back and let artillery do the job. A zone commander in
Tonkin commented late in the war, *‘The infantry can no longer
achieve the results obtained by artillery and aircraft fire.”’” And
another noted, ‘“The constant dependence upon artillery to
counter the least evidence of resistance is also a classic sign of
unit fatigue.”’? The renewed dependence on artillery to sub-
stitute for a loss of infantry effectiveness was evident in muni-
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tion expenditures. In a three-month period in 1952, the artillery
in Tonkin expended 4,800 tons of munitions of all types. By
1954 this expenditure had increased to 8,900 tons while the
number of guns in Tonkin had not increased in equal propor-
tion, nor had enemy activity escalated. At the same time, the
infantry used ever-increasing numbers of mortar shells. In
Tonkin 850 tons of mortar ammunition were fired in a three-
month period in 1952. In a similar period in 1954 the infantry
fired 1,980 tons even though troop strength remained constant.”

The Lesson of Dien Bien Phu

Perhaps had de Lattre still commanded, the French would not
have begun their fatal campaign at Dien Bien Phu. But de Lattre
died of cancer in 1952. He was succeeded by a string of less
competent men. The decision to occupy Dien Bien Phu was
influenced in great measure by French success at the battle of
Na-San airfield in November 1953. The French fought a par-
ticularly successful battle of attrition there by employing a ten-
battalion garrison reinforced and supplied entirely by air. Giap
badly miscalculated the strength of Na-San to be only five bat-
talions and launched a regular division to crush it. Repeatedly
Giap threw his forces in familiar mass attacks against the gar-
rison only to be repulsed with a loss of over 1,000 men. Na-San
seemed to show that an isolated garrison was capable of fighting
the ‘‘big battle’’ supplied, reinforced, and supported by air
transport alone.?

In the fall of 1953 General Navarre, the latest Commander-
in-Chief, decided to repeat Na-San on a grand scale by building a
fortified position deep in Viet Minh territory that would invite the
decisive big battle. Operation Castor began with the seizure by air-
borne assualt of the village of Dien Bien Phu some 190 air miles
from Hanoi. Dien Bien Phu is in a cultivated valley, 10 miles by 4
miles, surrounded by rugged, jungle-covered mountains rising
3,000 to 4,000 feet above the valley floor. The French quickly
massed a division-sized force of airborne soldiers within the air-
head. During the 55-day siege, over 4,000 reinforcements were
parachuted into Dien Bien Phu. The strength at any one time,
hgwever, never rose much above 13,000.
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The position was partitioned into a series of mutually sup-
porting strong points organized for defense against ground
attack only. The primary position, nicknamed Eliane, was cen-
tered about the airstrip and contained most of the artillery and
mortars. One strong point was situated four miles to the south,
and to the north were three outlying positions, each encircling
low hills guarding the most likely approaches to the valley. The
surrounding hills, which rose up to 3,000 feet from the edge of
the French positions, were not occupied. Each of the strong
points consisted of a number of mutually supporting, but poorly
constructed, field fortifications. Fighting positions were shal-
low, the earthworks unrevetted, and the parapets made only
from piled dirt. General de Castries, the commander at Dien
Bien Phu, ordered all fighting positions constructed to withstand
artillery bombardment. But local material was scarce, and there
were too few aircraft available to fly in concrete, timber, and
steel from Hanoi, so little overhead cover was constructed. The
artillery sat on top of the ground with no parapets for the guns
or covered bunkers for the gunners.””

Ostensibly, the French High Command occupied Dien Bien
Phu as a base camp from which to conduct offensive operations
in an effort to regain control of northwestern Vietnam and Laos.
But, in fact, the few offensive sorties made from the camp
resulted in no contact at all or occasionally heavy losses to
ambush and counterattack. After five weeks of frustration,
large-scale offensive operations ceased. French patrols ventured
no farther than the jungle’s edge in all directions. The enemy
controlled the hills. Dien Bien Phu was surrounded. The loss of
freedom to maneuver should have removed any justification for
the French to stay longer. But the High Command could not
shake its obsessive desire for a showdown with the Viet Minh.
Dien Bien Phu became in fact, if not in intention, a base from
which French firepower could lure and then destroy the enemy.
The “‘illusion of Vinh Yen’’ persisted.”

Ironically, the French failed to provide more than a token
volume of fire support (o achieve this objective. Twenty-four
105-mm howitzers and four 155-mm howitzers were about one-
third the complement of artillery normally associated with a
force of this size. Hanoi held hundreds of guns in reserve, but
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Colonel Piroth did not think them necessary.” The guns at Dien
Bien Phu were poorly placed and unable to provide mutual sup-
port between distant positions. The fire coordination and control
was poor and certainly not up to the standards practiced by the
position artillery in Tonkin. As a result, there were numerous
occasions when the artillery failed to intervene promptly to turn
back a Viet Minh attack and all too many incidents of French
shells falling on friendly troops.3°

Four medium guns were all that Piroth had available for
counterbattery fire. He had boasted that these guns would
destroy any Viet Minh piece by the time it fired a third round.
However, the artillery target acquisition procedures were primi-
tive and counterbattery planning was extremely poor. There is
no evidence that Piroth destroyed, or even silenced, a single
Viet Minh gun during the siege. The Viet Minh eventually
eliminated all of the French artillery by counterbattery fire.8!

Reading after-action reports 30 years after the siege, one is
struck repeatedly by the apparent lethargy and lack of
aggressiveness and initiative among artillerymen at Dien Bien
Phu. A young American Air Force officer sent to Vietnam tc
assist the French in photo interpretation visited Dien Bien Phu
four days before direct Viet Minh assaults began, and six days
before Piroth’s suicide. He spent an afternoon watching the
guns in action. His description of one mission is revealing:

The firing of 105mm howitzer for approximately 30 minutes was

observed by our party. During this time approximately fifteen

rounds were fired. It is interesting to note that although there was

an L-type plane [a Morane] aloft and also eight F-8F’s [fighters],

this firing was unobserved. The gun was firing at a target to the

northeast of Dien Bien Phu. It was reported that the target was a

small supply center of rice and food.82

This was one of only a few missions fired that afternoon;
all were unobserved. At that very moment, however, three divi-
sions and hundreds of guns were hidden in the jungle as close as
a quarter-mile from the perimeter.$3

The French expected the artillery to provide workmanlike,
reliable fire support—but they expected their Air Force to do
most of the killing. For close air support, some 130 combat air-
craft were available. These included 47 B-26 bombers, 16 of
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which were newly arrived, on loan from Clark Air Base in the
Philippines.®* The balance were naval fighters that had been in
continuous service for two years without adequate maintenance
or overhaul. In spite of recent infusions of American aid, the
French Air Force stretched itself beyond its limits to support
Dien Bien Phu.%

The extreme distance from air bases near Hanoi to the tar-
get area required pilots to remain in the air at least three hours
for each sortie. This left fighter aircraft only 15 minutes or less
to find their targets and make a single pass before beginning the
long trip home. Long air missions were further complicated by
abominable conditions of terrain and weather. The siege was
conducted in the monsoon season. Low clouds usually sur-
rounded Dien Bien Phu during most of the day. It took the
utmost nerve and skill for pilots to weave their planes between
mountain peaks as they tried to fly under the weather.6

The French had hoped to lessen the burden on fighter pilots
by stationing aircraft at Dien Bien Phu. The siege began on 10
March. By 14 March, communist gunners closed the airstrip,
destroying seven Bearcats. three transports, four Moranes, and
two helicopters on the ground. Air support from Dien Bien Phu
no longer was a threat to the Viet Minh.%

The incessant demand for aerial support and difficult flying
conditions soon began to take their toll on pilots and planes.
French aircraft maintenance, never efficient under ideal
conditions, found itself totally unable to keep planes in the air.
Automatic cannon continually jammed or exploded on strafing
runs. Aircraft experienced engine trouble repeatedly and crashed
into the jungle. At the height of the battle pilots were flying two
missions per day when weather permitted, some averaging 150
hours per month in the cockpit. Pilot fatiguc became such a
problem late in the battle that French doctors grounded whole
squadrens to prevent further accidents and total pilot
exhaustion.¥8

Enemy anti-aircraft guns were the greatest impediment to
effective close air support. Giap realized that the high
mountains surrounding Dien Bien Phu channeled supporting air-
craft into two or three narrow approaches, and in bad weather
aircraft could oniy approach from the rortheast. He placed
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heavy 12.7-mm machineguns in dense collections along these
approaches.® Aircraft flying low over the valley were suddenly
deluged with fire. Many were lost. These ‘‘flak traps’’ made
low-level bombing and strafing practically impossible. The final
blow to effective air support came in early April with the
appearance of 37-mm automatic anti-aircraft cannon. These
guns were the best the Soviet Army could send. As early as
February, French intelligence intercepted radio traffic indicating
that the 37s had been dismantled and were enroute to Dien Bien
Phu. The French High Command discounted the intercepted
message as a poor effort at deception.® By the end of April
1954, the Viet Minh had succeeded in emplacing 24 37-mm
guns and as many as 740 12.7-mm machineguns and 20-mm
automatic cannon in dense clusters around the camp.?!

The overwhelming demand for close air support left few
aircraft to interdict the flow of soldiers and supplies from China
to the battle area. Much has been written about the extraordi-
nary efforts of 100,000 native porters organized by Giap to push
forward thousands of tons of materiel over 600 kilometers of
trails and primitive roads. Artillery and anti-aircraft cannon
were hauled hundreds of kilometers by hand over rugged moun-
tain passes and into positions overlooking the target. French
intelligence detected the initial movement of these guns toward
Dien Bien Phu from the base area almost as soon as it began.
Giap achieved surprise because the French simply could not
accept the reality that a siege conducted using first-rate materiel
could be sustained on the backs of coolies.??

All of Giap’s movements were meticulously camou-
flaged—an entire battalion could vanish into roadside ditches at
the sound of an approaching plane. Jungle parking and mainte-
nance areas were provided for trucks along usable roads. Elabo-
rate trellis works were erected—tree tops were tied together to
form spacious jungle cantonments. To pilots flying interdiction
missions above the infiltration routes, the sight below was
mystifying:

In my career I have had the opportunity to fly over Moroccan,

Italian, German, even English adversaries. I never had such a

sensation of complete emptiness as above Viet Minh territory.%

American observers were most critical of the French for
not conducting a more effective interdiction campaign. With
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only a single squadron of eight Navy four-engine Privateer air-
craft available for long-range surveillance, it seems unlikely that
the French Air Force could have done much better.% It seems
equally unlikely that, had many more aircraft been available, a
full-scale interdiction campaign could have been any more suc-
cessful. The flow of supplies might have been slowed, but
bombers alone could not have halted 100,000 porters. Bernard
Fall, who was present in Vietnam during the siege, was more
objective than most American observers in his assessment of the
French use of air power:

All in all the French Air Force in Indochina fulfilled its mission
as well as could be expected. What it lacked in materiel it more
than made up by the knowledge which most of its pilots pos-
sessed of the terrain and meteorology ... and by the relative
absence of friction between the ground and air force staffs. The
latter knew that this was first and foremost a ground war, and
adjusted its own sights accordingly.%

With its guns destroyed and its Air Force neutralized, the
French High Command knew that the fall of Dien Bien Phu was
a matter of time. The defenders did not give up easily, however.
They suffered terribly in poorly prepared, open fighting posi-
tions under the methodical bombardment of 200 guns and rocket
launchers firing 2,000 rounds per day.% They watched nightly
as enemy sappers dug attack positions within yards of their
strong points, and they fought furiously to repel fanatical
human-sea attacks that ultimately involved five divisions—over
50,000 combat troops. In April the heavy monsoon rains began,
limiting the already scant resupply efforts by Air Force trans-
ports. The rain crumbled fortifications and turned trenches into
miserable racing torrents.?’

Giap attacked furiously. Practicing hugging tactics to avoid
the few remaining mortars in action, he rushed whole regiments
against the French entrenchments. Repulses were many, suc-
cesses few. The Viet Minh suffered heavy losses and morale
problems appeared among the besiegers, but Giap persisted.
During the final phase, which began on 1 May, Giap resorted to
sheer weight of humanity to overwhelm the weakened garrison
and its few remaining guns. Fighting was bitter; Giap sustained
staggering losses. On the 7th of May General de Castries
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surrendered, and with his surrender the French ended their colo-
nial rule of Indochina. The French lost 15,000 men, of whom
6,500 were prisoners. This was less than four percent of the
total French strength in Indochina. Giap suffered 23,000 cas-
ualties—more than half of his engaged combat forces, nearly
one-quarter of his combat strength in all of Indochina. But he
won.%8

Western nations are all too anxious to put behind them
unpleasant history. Were it not for reflective men such as
Bernard Fall and Jules Roy, Americans might have ignored
completely the French experience in Indochina once the painful
image of victorious Viet Minh standing atop the command
bunker at Outpost Isabelle disappeared from motion picture and
television screens. But the lessons of the war were clear to those
who cared to observe.

No amount of technology or firepower will make secure a
region unless the support of the population has been gained. The
French invested 500 guns and 100,000 men in a futile effort to
control the Red River Delta. Yet, until the end, Giap retained
the initiative and maintained a first-line regiment in the field not
20 kilometers from Hanoi. Without popular support, the French
found themselves isolated in a hostile sea, able to move only
with the greatest difficulty by day and locked in their garrisons
nervously awaiting attack by night. An insurgent who controls
the countryside, and is fortunate enough to have a sanctuary at
his rear, can escalate a conflict from guerrilla warfare to con-
ventional warfare at will. Confident in the knowledge that if the
enemy’s firepower proves too destructive, he can lower the
level of conflict, the guerrilla retains the strategic initiative.
Success indeed ‘‘is fundamentally more dependent upon politi-
cal action than upon firepower.”’
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S enior Colonel Ha Vi Tung was Chief of Staff of the North
Vietnamese Military Region IV in the Central Highlands, an
area beginning in Cambodia and cutting across the midsection
of South Vietnam, ending at the South China Sea. A small man
with deeply weathered features, Ha was a practiced, proven vet-
eran of many battles with the French. His task from the High
Command in North Vietnam was to use the division of fresh
soldiers at his command to conduct a sustained advance through
the Central Highlands with the ultimate objective of cutting the
country in two. From within a sanctuary hidden in the heavily
forested Chu Pong Massif, which straddles the Cambodian
border, Colonel Ha meticulously supervised planning for the
campaign. He took care to caution his staff that an operation of
this magnitude might oblige them to fight large American units
for the first time.

His plan centered around the siege and eventual destruction
of a Special Forces camp at Plei Me, located about 20 miles east
of his mountain sanctuary and manned by a constabulary of 300
Jarai Montagnard tribesmen and 10 American advisors. Two
first-rate regiments were available for the operation. One was
to seize the camp and the other would ambush the column that
the South Vietnamese would most certainly dispatch to relieve
the camp. Just in case his initial assault was not immediately
successful, Ha deployed a battalion of heavy anti-aircraft
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machineguns along expected flight routes to protect his soldiers
from marauding aircraft. By 19 October 1965, Ha and his staff
had moved within a few miles of the camp and established a
radio link to the attacking regiments. That same evening, his
troops opened the battle by surrounding Plei Me and closing in
for the kill.

By midnight on 19 October, Captain Harold M. Moore, the
commander at Plei Me, knew he was in serious trouble. His
camp was being hit from all directions by attacking troops skill-
fully using the darkness to draw unseen within yards of his
perimeter. Mortar and recoilless rifle fire was continuous. With
no friendly artillery within range, Moore radioed for close air
support. Before dawn a forward air controller (FAC) aboard a
C-123 flareship was orbiting above. The first air strike was
delivered at 4 a.m., just as the enemy began his first coordi-
nated assault. The outline of the camp could be seen clearly in
the flarelight and a continuous procession of pilots was able to
drop napalm and bombs within yards of the perimeter. Air
Force Colonel Edsel Manning, air liaison officer for the II
Corps Tactical Zone, scrambled US Air Force and Vietnamese
airpower, as well as Navy and Marine fighters, from every cor-
ner of the central region and from carriers off shore. By early
morning on the 20th the skies over the camp had become a very
busy place. During peak hours, the FACs stacked up aircraft
and sent them in singly or in pairs to ensure that bombing and
strafing runs were coordinated, precise, and continuous. With
four air forces flying eight types of strike aircraft, this was no
easy task.

Senior Colonel Ha’s “‘flak traps’’ scored their first kill that
morning—a UH-1B ‘‘Huey’’ shot down east of Plei Me, all
four crewmen dead. Later the same day, two B-57 Canberra
bombers were engaged with heavy machinegun fire; one was
downed and the other was forced to divert to Plei Ku airfield for
repair. During the next two days, two fighters and another heli-
copter would go down. Just as Ha predicted, the South Viet-
namese dispatched an armored column to relieve the garrison. It
was summarily ambushed five miles from the objective; for two
hours mortars, recoilless rifles, and automatic weapons took a
heavy toll on the government troops.
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From a tactical viewpoint, the siege progressed according
to a plan long proved by practical experience in the first Indo-
china War. The enemy soldiers carried out their attacks with
customary alacrity and precision. The American response held
few tactical surprises. As the battle progressed, however, Colo-
nel Ha became increasingly alarmed at the price exacted by air-
power for each of his successes. From radio transmissions
intercepted and from prisoners captured after the battle came a
description of growing confusion and panic on the enemy side.
Colonel Ha did not expect American aircraft to attack at night,
nor was he prepared for such a furious and sustained aerial bom-
bardment. Just maintaining pressure on Plei Me had cost him
half a regiment in two days. Eighty tons of aerial ordnance
steadily drained the strength of his force, to the point where a
final assault became impossible. After four days of fruitless
effort, Colonel Ha reluctantly pulled his battered regiments
away from their exposed positions around Plei Me and ordered
them westward, back to the sanctuary of Chu Pong Mountain.
The enemy had experienced the effect of concentrated American
firepower for the first time, and for the first time the siege of an
isolated fortress had been broken by airpower alone.!

On the evening of 27 October, General Westmoreland visited
An Khe, headquarters of the newly arrived 1st Cavalry Divi-
sion, located in the Central Highlands not far from Plei Me. He
discussed the recent siege and instructed General Kinnard to
embark on a campaign to destroy Colonel Ha’s soldiers as they
retreated. Circumstances were perfect for Kinnard's style of air-
mobile combat. The trackless route back to Cambodia was no
impediment to the division’s complement of 476 helicopters.
Kinnard proposed to devote one of his brigades to searching for
the enemy systematically over a huge area. Individual com-
panies and platoons would leapfrog by helicopter between sus-
pected enemy locations to conduct brief searches and
withdraw—all the while protected by armed helicopter gunships
and artillery.

Instead of supporting safely from the rear, Kinnard moved
his artillery batteries into the battle area by helicopter, often
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ahead of the infantry so that the maneuver force would be pro-
tected by firepower from the moment it touched the ground. In
these isolated regions, guns were positioned in tight groupings,
rarely with more than a platoon for local security. These were
not the heavily sand-bagged and bunkered “‘firebases’’ familiar
to artillerymen later in the war. Kinnard relied on surprise and
frequent movement to safeguard his guns. Rarely would a bat-
tery remain in one spot for more than two days. Kinnard was
convinced that the enemy could not plan and mass for a set-
piece attack in such a short time. Whenever possible he posi-
tioned his batteries in pairs to give additional punch to the
infantry and to provide mutual support between batteries.

At first glance it would appear that scattering infantry pla-
toons and artillery batteries helter-skelter across a wide expanse
might leave the total force vulnerable to defeat in detail. In fact,
Kinnard hoped that the enemy would believe this, because he
knew that the helicopter made every scattered unit not in contact
a reserve that could be picked up and committed, often within
minutes of a contact. He emphasized that contact was the name
of the game. Terrain had little tactical value in this style of war.
He instructed his soldiers to seek contact in any form—a heli-
copter receiving ground fire, a warm campfire, beaten down
grass, any sign that would indicate the presence of the enemy.
Platoons were intended to find the enemy. They were employed
in the manner of a matador’s cape: seemingly vulnerable and
waved in the face of the enemy, their purpose was to draw the
enemy into decisive combat. Firepower provided the sword
behind the cape. Hidden carefully and raised at the final
moment, guns and airpower in the hand of a skilled matador
would do the killing.

Kinnard began his hunt on 28 October, landing helicopters
in scattered clearings grown thick with waist-high elephant
grass. Immediately, the ubiquitous and random helicopter
assaults began to interfere with Colonel Ha’s efforts to withdraw
his regiments. Soldiers were continually harassed by rocket and
machinegun fire from helicopters. Occasional airstrikes added to
the growing confusion and panic. On 1 November, the Ameri-
cans got their first major break when a platoon landed directly
on the medical aid station of the 33d Viet Cong Regiment, just a
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short distance east of Colonel Ha’s headquarters. In the ensuing
firefight, the VC lost 100 soldiers dead and all medical supplies.
On 3 November cavalry troops landed at the foot of Chu Pong
Mountain. That evening the troops ambushed an unsuspecting
enemy patrol, killing dozens, and held off a battalion counterat-
tack with the help of rocket-firing helicopters.

By 10 November most of the remaining VC force had run
the aerial and firepower gauntlet to reach the safety of Cam-
bodia. The cost of the siege and the withdrawal had been enor-
mous. The two regiments could assemble only half their original
strength. However, a new regiment, the 66th, had only recently
arrived from North Vietnam. It was fresh and unbloodied. Colo-
nel Ha was too much the professional to surrender the initiative
without another fight. In the relative quiet of his mountaintop
refuge, Ha met with each of his regimental commanders on the
evening of 10 November and planned a renewed attack. For rea-
sons that remain obscure, they chose, incredibly, to mount
another set-piece attack against the Plei Me Special Forces
camp. Ha committed all three of his regiments to the effort. For
additional punch he added a battalion each of heavy mortars and
14.5-mm twin-barreled anti-aircraft guns. The next five days
were spent preparing for the attack. For the first time, the North
Vietnam Army would employ a full three-regiment division in
South Vietnam.

Unknown to the NVA, General Kinnard also decided to
renew the offensive. On 13 November, 28 lifts by heavy CH-47
helicopters placed two artillery batteries at Landing Zone (or
LZ) Falcon, miles ahead of the infantry and only five miles east
of the Chu Pong Massif in the Ia Drang Valley. At 10:30 the
next morning Lieutenant Colonel Harold A. Moore, command-
ing the 1st Battalion, 7th Cavalry, began landing three com-
panies into LZ X-Ray, a small (100 by 200 meters) clearing at
the foot of Chu Pong Mountain and right in the midst of the
enemy division on its way to attack Plei Me. The ground around
X-Ray was flat, with scrub trees up to 100 feet tall, thick
elephant grass, and curious spouted ant hills scattered about,
each up to eight feet high. The vegetation grew thicker and
higher to the west as the ground began to rise toward the
mountain.
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The battle for LZ X-Ray began the moment the first heli-
copter touched down. By early afternoon all companies of the
7th Cavalry were heavily engaged. Arriving helicopters were
taking hits, and the enemy was attacking the landing zone
furiously from every direction. Colonel Moore knew by mid-
afternoon that his battalion was in a fight for its life. Just before
dark he pulled all of his forces, except for a single isolated pla-
toon, into a tight perimeter. Incredibly, the lone platoon, with
only 12 soldiers alive and unwounded, would remain isolated
and survive for two days, surrounded by the enemy but pro-
tected by a barrier of firepower.

The NVA began attacking in larger formations the first
evening and continued unrelentingly for two days. Wave after
wave of determined soldiers threw themselves against the
perimeter. During that night, the two supporting batteries from
LZ Falcon fired over 4,000 rounds around the perimeter. For-
ward observers ‘‘walked’’ exploding rounds so close that hot
shell fragments whistled over the heads of friendly troops.

The attack intensified the next morning. Enemy fire
became so accurate that the forward observer with the most
hard-pressed company was pinned down, unable to observe.
Fortunately, the artillery officer located in Colonel Moore’s
command post could see the fight, and from his distant position
he adjusted artillery and air strikes around the company. By
mid-morning, tracers criss-crossed the battalion command post
area and aid station, killing or wounding several men. Enemy
fire became so intense that any movement resulted in more cas-
ualties. Combat became so confused that it was difficult to tell
friend from foe. For a moment Colonel Moore feared that the
landing zone would be lost. He was determined that history
would not repeat itself: ‘‘It certainly entered my mind that we
were the 7th Cavalry Regiment,’” he recalled, ‘‘and by God, we
couldn’t let happen what happened to Custer.”

At 8:00 in the morning, Moore ordered each of his pla-
toons to throw a colored smoke marker so that the precise out-
line of his perimeter could be seen by air and ground observers.
Then he ordered all fire support brought in extremely close. In
the confusion, some friendly artillery fell inside the perimeter
and two cans of napalm accidently landed nearly on top of
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Colonel Moore’s command post. But soon the artillery formed a
protective firepower shield too intense for the enemy to pene-
trate. With the perimeter clearly marked by smoke, helicopter
gunships were able to bring machinegun fire even closer. Heav-
ily loaded and clumsy ‘‘Huey’’ attack helicopters rolled in
repeatedly, firing machineguns and rockets into the face of the
enemy.

Throughout the critical 40 hours at X-Ray, the Air Force
maintained tactical aircraft constantly on station with a fighter-
bomber on a target run every 15 minutes. During periods of
extreme desperation, aircraft risked destruction by flying
through plummeting artillery shells and small-arms fire to
deliver napalm and fragmentation bombs. Colonel Moore noted
that on one occasion white phosphorus artillery shells proved
particularly effective at halting the enemy. Apparently the 66th
had never experienced the smoke and burning effect of ““WP,”’
and its sudden appearance seemed to have a debilitating psycho-
logical effect.

In marked contrast to Dien Bien Phu, the heavy helicopter
gave isolated defenders the reassurance that they would continue
to be supported with an inexhaustible supply of artillery guns
and ammunition. On 15 November enemy pressure slackened
sufficiently to permit two more batteries of light artillery to be
lifted into LZ Columbus, a firebase hastily cut out of the
elephant grass only five miles northeast of the fight. Lifts of
““Chinooks,’’ each carrying a hundred-round load slung under-
neath in a large nylon cargo net, shuttled continuously from
base camp to firebase without interference from enemy or
terrain.

Shortly after noon on the second day of the fight for LZ
X-Ray, Colonel Ha and his staff witnessed a large area to their
immediate south suddenly erupt with hundreds of thunderous
explosions, moving inexorably across the ground like a giant
fiery carpet being unrolled. The first B--52 strike in support of a
tactical fight landed squarely on his rear area. Additional strikes
continued along the Chu Pong Massif for the next five days.
Rumors spread throughout Ha’s three regiments that these “‘car-
pets’ covered 20 square kilometers and that ordinary trenches
and foxholes offered no protection.
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Colonel Ha tried X-Ray once more on the 16th, and again
suffered a blood bath. This time the Americans pushed outward
toward his position, the advance preceded by a moving wail of
artillery shells. After three days of fighting, Ha’s death toll
exceeded 1,000. Firepower once again had prevented his
victory.

After the X-Ray fight, Ha realized that a prepared infantry
perimeter with plentiful artillery carefully plotted and registered
was too tough a target. He drew his attention to the real source
of his failure, the supporting artillery batteries positioned in
lightly defended landing zones to the east. An attack there might
more easily kill American soldiers and eliminate the enemy’s
most devastating source of killing power. Or 16 November he
ordered the 66th regiment to move toward LZ Columbus and
destroy both batteries of artillery positioned there.

Coincidence again played an ironic role in the battle. On
16 November, Colonel Moore’s tired and baitered soldiers were
lifted out of X-Ray and replaced by two battalions, the 2/7th
and the 2/5th Cavalry. In keeping with the tenet that terrain
without enemy on it was of no value, General Kinnard ordered
the two fresh battalions to abandon X-Ray and close on LZ
Columbus to join up with and protect the artillery. The 5th Cav-
alry left X-Ray first and closed on Columbus at noon. But the
7th Cavalry left later by a different route, which led across the
path of the 66th regiment. Unfortunately, the 66th had a 20-
minute headstart.

Shortly after noon, the enemy commander halted his unit a
mile or so short of LZ Columbus for a casual lunch break.
Immediately, his outposts reported that a Jarge American col-
umn was approaching. With no time to spare, he ordered his

" units into an improvised ambush. Quickly, the experienced

NVA soldiers lay themselves flat in the elephant grass. Some
climbed trees for a better shot. None were under cover. The
Cavalrymen were practically within sight of Columbus when the
enemy opened fire. The horror and hercism of the next six
hours has rarely been equalled in American wars. Within sec-
onds the enemy were in the midst of the Cavalry. Fightiny, was
hand-to-hand. Within minutes, hundreds of intermingled Viet-
namese and American dead and wounded littered the open
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meadow that came to be known as LZ Albany. Artillerymen
only a short distance away listened to the frenzied radio calls for
fire from artillery observers still alive, but were unable to fire
for fear of hitting friendly soldiers. Aircraft and helicopters
darted in and out of the kill zone but could not easily find the
enemy partially hidden in the elephant grass.

By early evening the worst was over. A few leaders rallied
the remaining soldiers into two perimeters. The survivors
marked positions with smoke and called protective fires
throughout the night. The next morning the enemy retreated,
leaving behind 400 dead. But in only a few hours, the 7th
Cavalry had suffered 157 killed—two-thirds of all those lost by
the division during the campaign. To Senior Colonel Ha, the
lesson was clear: surprise the Americans and separate them from
their firepower and the battle becom:es an even match.

The fight between regulars at the Ia Drang established a prece-
dent that increasingly came to characterize American combat in
Vietnam. To be sure, guerrilla style warfare was still common,
and throughout the war the United States made a limited effort
to assist the Vietnamese in training popular and regional forces
to fight local guerrillas using guerrilla tactics. But by 1965, the
enemy had coalesced into larger units capable of escalating the
conflict to the conventional stage of revolutionary warfare. US
strategy centered principally on the destruction of these larger
VC and North Vietnamese units in the hope that the respite thus
gained might allow the South Vietnamese Army to carry on less
intense aspects of the war.

The protracted nature of the ‘‘war of attrition’’ that fol-
lowed was the result more of political calculation than of the
imperative of face-to-face combat on the ground. Much has
been written about the strategy that sought through gradual esca-
lation to increase the cost of the war until the North had no
choice but to negotiate a settlement. To soldiers far removed
from the subtleties of international politics, ‘‘gradual escala-
tion’’ in practical terms translated into making the war ton
expensive for the enemy by killing his soldiers wholesale.

Success on these terms was made all the more difficult by a
patient enemy willing to accept enormous battlefield losses to
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achieve political victory. The words of Ho Chi Minh to the
French continued to haunt those who saw enemy casualties
mount without appreciable progress at the peace table: ‘“You
will kill ten of us and we will kill one of you and in the end it
will be you who tire of it.”’ General Giap, again in the field
directing the new war, stated unequivocally, ‘‘“The minimum
aim of the Viet Cong is not to fight to the bitter end but only to
the point that the enemy can be brought to the conference table
and there defeated.’’? So, ironically, both sides accepted the
consequences of attrition warfare, but the enormous difference
in political resolve and cultural stoicism between antagonists
meant that US firepower had to maintain, or perhaps even bet-
ter, Ho Chi Minh’s ten-to-one ratio in order to stand any chance
of strategic success.

Firepower and Maneuver

Infantry could not hope to achieve kill ratios as disproportionate
as these without a great deal of outside support. The fighting
ability of infantry on both sides was about even. The enemy’s
guile, capacity for hardship, and skill with camouflage was
matched by the fiexibility, initiative, and technical skill of the
Americans. Infantry weapons carried into combat were about
equal in quality on both sides: although the enemy may have
had an advantage in the reliability and power of his automatic
weapons, the Americans generaily were able o carry and
expend a greater volume of ammunition in a firefight.® Helicop-
ters helped in great measure by freeing infantry from the
““tyranny’’ of inhospitable terrain. But once the infantryman
was separated from his carrier and on foot, one side was as
mobile as the other.

The lesson of the Ia Drang was that the pivotal factor in the
tactical contest would be firepower. If the Americans could
bring artillery and airpower to bear quickly and efiectively, the
advantage was theirs. The enemy’s objective was the same as it
haa been against the French: to separate the Americans from
their scurce of firepower or to strike quickly and withdraw
before incoming firepower shifted the odds against them.

The Ia Drang also taught that an enemy who wished not to
fight could ouly be brought to battle by a methodical search
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using many small units, usually platoons, spread thinly over a
wide area likely to conceal the enemy. This meant that a lieu-

tenant, inexperienced and often isolated in the jungle with-his

platoon; became the leader most directly responsible for finding
and fixing the enemy.* Major General William Depuy, com-
mander of the 1st Infantry Division in 1966, understood the
lieutenant’s plight and published a simple yet comprehensive
regulation that told small-unit leaders how to fight in Vietnam.>
Variations of the ist Division regulation soon became standard
in other divisions, differing only in minor detail to-accommo-
date 1ocal variations in terrain, enemy capabilities, weapons,
and equipment.

The reguiation warned leaders to take great care when
searching dangerous territory, to move in a formation that
exposed the fowest men to initial contact. A firefight would
begin with a furious exchange of rifle and machinegun fire. It
might be triggered by two opposing point men stumbling into
each other. Most often the enemy cpened-fire first from point
blank range. In the first, terrifying moments of the firefight, the
lieutenant was expected to concentrate on keeping his unit alive
and intact until reinforcement arrived. To avoid needless cas-
ualties, he was instructed to curb any unwarranted instinct to
assault or outflank the enemy position. He was to collect
together isolated elements and draw back from the enemy’s
““close embrace’’ to make easier the task of delivering close-in
firepower.¢

The survival of the platoon would then rest with the lieu-
tenant’s superiors. His battalion commander was responsible for
building up overwhelming firepower superiority as quickly as
possible. The battalion commander might choose to reinforce
the committed unit with additional infantry. But though a light
infantry company could arrive quickly by helicopter, its light
organic firepower made it little better able to achieve significant
killing effect than the unit already in contact. More likely, the
sudden arrival of another unit into the fight raised the risk of
additional casualties. An isolated platoon in contact might be
reinforced by mechanized infantry reinforced with armor. But
such units had to move by ground. The time necessary to collect
and dispatch a mechanized unit would make its arrival untimely.
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Also, as the battle for Plei Me demonstrated, a road-bound
relief force might itself become a victim should it stumble into a
carefully laid ambush.”

Unlike in a conventional war, the placement-of additional
maneuver forces in the enemy’s rear would not cause the enemy

to abandon his position. A double or single envelopment against

an insurgent force might look good on a battle map, but infantry
commanders soon learned that such maneuvers wasted
manpower and in dense jungle did not prevent the enemy from
breaking contact and slipping away. Unless an infantry
commander really knew his business, the last-minute entry of
more infantry directly into the heat of a firefight quite often cre-
ated confusion and made the total defensive effort less effective
by interrupting the coordination between maneuver and suppor-
ting fires.® Therefore, commanders soon learned, and most
divisional instructions dictated, that immediate reinforcement of
the firefight would come principally from artillery, attack
helicopters, and tactical air.

Firepower became all the more important to an infantry
unit obliged to pursue the enemy deep into his own sancturaries
and base camps. The Viet Cong located such places in deep
jungle, swamps, and mountains. Contrary to popular opinion,
the VC disliked such miserable, debilitating places as much as
any Western soldier, but he retired there because 1t offered the
chance to fight the Americans on more even terms.?

The enemy was a master builder of field fortifications and
tunnels, truly as accomplished as the Japanese had been at this
type of warfare. He surrounded his underground fortresses with
such diabelical devices as ciaymore mines and command-
detonated shells and bombs. Even an extensive base camp could
be so well camouflaged that a US unit might intrude well into
its labrynth of tunnels and bunkers before triggering an ambush.
Immediately, exploding mines and machinegun fire would
inflict casualties so close to the bunkers that supporting fires
could not be laid down without endangering friendly
wounded.!® A direct assault under such unfavorable
circumstances would only cause more casualties.

The approved method for destroying a base camp was to
determine its precise dimensions and isolate it by forming a
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loose cordon, taking care to keep soldiers away from prepared
defenses and back far enough so not to inhibit the delivery of
firepower. The commander then turned the battle over to his
supporting arms to pound the fortification with air and artil-
lery.!! After the first application, a few soldiers would probe the
positicn. If they received more fire the process was repeated
again and again. ‘‘Doctrinal” assaults rarely occurred. Frontal
attacks came only after the position had been devastated and the
enemy so stunned and punished that the advance became a cake
walk.!2 Commenting on the wisdom of this method, a com-
mander from the 25th Infantry Division, and a veteran of
numerous attacks against bunker complexes, paraphrased jazz
singer Sophie Tucker:

I’ve been rich and I've been poor and believe me, being rich is

better. As an infantry commander I have assaulted fortified base

camps both ways: the traditional closing with the enemy and the
let-the-artillery-and-air-do-it, and believe me, the latter is

better. 13

As the quotation implies, experienced infantry commanders
were the most vociferous proponents for fighting the battle with
firepower. In a remarkable study, titled The Dynamics of Fire
and Maneuver, done at the Army War College in 1969, a group
of seven students (two of whom would become four-star gen-
erals) surveyed 200 returning commanders to determine their
impression of the relative balance between firepower and
maneuver in Vietnam. Overwhelmingly, these veterans con-
cluded that firepower dominated the battlefield. An infantry
commander maneuvered his units to achieve two objectives.
The first was to find the enemy, and the second was to move his
unit into the best position to ensure that firepower could do the
killing. They agreed that the enemy should be engaged at the
maximum effective range of organic weapons, usually 200 to
300 yards in thick terrain. To advance any closer would only
cause more friendly casualties without a corresponding loss to
the enemy. !

The study also criticized, to some degree, the training and
indoctrination of new commanders, implying that many were
unfamiliar with the true nature of the war and were unprepared
to integrate and control the abundant fire support available. The
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study remarked that young soldiers learned quickly on their own
how to survive the shock of contact. American soldiers in com-
bat have traditionally been able to develop expedient methods
for getting the job done while assuring their own survival. Often
ilie iessons weie learied and practiced before such methods
were taught by their senior commanders, and long before such
methods became accepted ‘doctrine.

It would seem, in Jight of American experiences in pre-
vious wars, that too much reliance on firepower might affect
adversely the aggressiveness and elan of maneuver soldiers. The
study concluded quite the opposite—that, in fact, large doses of
firepower bolstered the confidence of the infantry by demon-
strating the superiority of the killing weapons at their command.
The knowledge that so much support was available made sol-
diers all the more spirited and aggressive should tactical circum-
stance ultimately dictate that an assault was necessary. The
study concluded that massive firepower was one means of com-
pensating for the limited training of young infantrymen. Each
soldier came equipped with a “‘well of courage,”’ which could
be drawn upon whenever necessary, but which could also be
conserved and used sparingly thanks to the killing power of sup-
porting arms. In fact, the authors of the study noted, ‘‘Young
draftees are subjected to the moral effect of war and are sus-
tained by our materiel advantage and the knowledge that it will
be used.”’ 1

Not all commanders in Vietnam agreed that a firepower-
intensive tactical method was appropriate for all occasions.
Colonel C. K. Nulsen had been an advisor to the South Viet-
namese rangers, and operated with them in War Zone “‘D’’ two
years before the arrival of major American units. He succeeded
in influencing the regional Vietnamese military commander to
teach his rangers how to fight in the jungle using stealth and ini-
tiative rather than firepower. The ranger soldier was just as
good in the jungle as the Viet Cong, he insisted, and with train-
ing, experience, confidence, and leadership, he could meet the
enemy head-on and defeat him at his own game. Firepower was
important, but it was most useful as a last resort to tip the scale
in favor of the government forces once the battle was joined.!6

Nulsen later commanded a US battalion in the 196th Light
Infantry Brigade attached to the 25th Division and attempted to
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inculcate the same knowledge of field craft and self-reliance in
his American soldiers. When given the opportunity, he slimmed
his companies down to 70- or 80-man units able to move
quickly and quietly through the jungle. He taught them how to
hide from the VC and how to move at night and hit the VC in
surprise attacks. !

Thanks to such training, Nulsen’s battalion could operate
without relying: heavily upon helicopters and firepower. Most
division ‘‘SOPs’’ (standard operating procedures) dictated that
companies and platoons begin operations with helicopter
assaults. Routinely, artillery, gunships, and tactical fighters
softened up each helicopter landing zone with a *‘preparation’’
fired just before the lift helicopters set down. If given the
chance, Colonel Nulsen avoided using this standard operational
routine. Whenever possible he sent his companies into the com-
bat area alone and on foot to melt unobtrusively into the jungle.
Most division SOPs directed that units in the field halt in the
late afternoon to prepare defensive positions for the night. Heli-
copters appeared overhead at about 4 p.m. each day to deliver
mail, a hot meal, and defensive ‘‘kits’’ that included barbed
wire, claymore mines, starlight scopes, mortars, and sandbags.
Before dark, soldiers would ‘‘button up’® by digging themselves
in and by firing artillery concentrations close-in all arournd the
perimeter.’® Although such preparations virtually assured that an
infantry position would not be overrun, Nulsen believed that
such displays telegraphed intentions. Any subsequent contact
would then be on the enemy’s initiative, usually resulting in
high enemy body counts, but with a corresponding rise in
friendly casualties.

Nulsen kept his companies in the field for long periods
without resupply and sent them back t» the same general area
time and again to ensure that each company knew intimately its
area of operations. Whenever possible, he kept his companies
hidden, moving them at night to set up numerous small-scale
ambushes. The results were rarely spectacular. Infantry squads
were sometimes able to surprise small enemy units and a short,
vicious firefight ensued, lasting only a few seconds. The
engagement was over before supporting fires could be deliv-
ered. Although not dramatic, the cumulative effect of numerous
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small skirmishes was a favorable kill ratio and an enemy force
without the tactical initiative.!®

Nulsen considered a well-disciplined rifleman to be the
surest and most reliable source of firepower. His problem was
not to get his soldiers to use firepower, but to restrain use of it
until the unit was able to maneuver to tactical advantage. He
noted that all too often units called in outside firepower simply
because it was there. From his experience, the act of calling
back soldiers from an assault just to bring in supporting rires
sapped alertness and aggressiveness and robbed his men of the
opportunity to close with and kill the enemy in decisive combat.
But, disturbingly, if artillery and air were not requested, no
matter how obscure the contact, an explanation was necessary.
Unlike in other wars, a commander was now expected to justify
why he did nor choose to use firepower. This requirement led,
Nulsen contended, to rigid adherence to SOPs and an automatic
artillery response to every VC-initiated activity. Even a lone
sniper, if his presence were reported to higher headquarters,
would receive ‘‘the million dollar treatment.’”

As a student a year after he finished his second tour in
Vietnam, Nulsen wrote in an essay,

Firepower too easily becomes an acceptable and quick solution

for commanders who have neither the experience nor the time to

come to grips with the militarily elusive and politically sophisti-

cated challenges of counterinsurgency operations. It is through

overemphasis and over-reliance on artillery and aerial bombard-

ment that commanders change effective military tactics into coun-

terproductive operations.20

Nulsen’s views and methods were shared by other com-
manders. By mid-1969, battalions in the 9th Infantry Division
in the Delta region began shedding conventional war accouter-
ment and took to the swamos to fight the enemy on his own
terms. The 4th Battalion, 39th Infantry, prided itself on being a
“‘guerrilla battalion, US style’”:

The US battalion readied itself for combat. Holes weren’t bored

in the sky by helicopters circling over the target. Nor was artillery

and Tac Air placed blindly on red dots on the map marking VC

locations. Helicopters weren’t hastily assembled for an ill-

planned airmobile assault. The battalion knew that the enemy
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would be gone slick as a whistle before the lead ship set down on

the LZ. Experience had taught this lesson well. ... Only guerrilla

tactics augmented by US firepower can defeat the enemy at low
cost.2!

Brigadier General Willard Pearson, commanding the st
Brigade, 101st Airborne Division, employed Nulsen’s *‘lighter
touch’’ with firepower—but on a grander scale. He was con-
vinced that excessive use of artillery in support of ground opera-
tions ‘‘doesn’t do much good-and discloses what friendly units
are in the area.’’22 Likewise, he taught his units that the helicop-
ter made too much noise. Troops should enter a guerrilla bai-
tlefield on foot, stealthily, in small units. ‘‘We believe we
should outfox him, out guerrilla him,’’ Pearson said. ‘‘Once
control is established, we can throw off our own guerrilla cloak
and react violently, destroying him with superior firepower and
mobility.’’2> As the quotation implies, Pearson was not averse
to using large doses of firepower whenever the enemy was
found and fixed, but he certainly believed that restraint in the
use of firepower was a virtue, not a vice.

Pearson’s guerrilla style of infantry tactics would have
been impossible for General Kinnard’s 1st Cavalry when it
came up against the concentrated mass of an NVA division or
when faced with a well-armed foe bunkered and entrenched in a
base camp. Small unit patrols and ambushes were effective only
when the enemy operated in similar fashion, as happened later
in the war, after the Tet offensive. However, Nulsen, Pearson,
and other commanders who shared their views were concerned
that the imperative to trade firepower for manpower had grown
so pervasive among their peers that it interfered with the ability
of the infantry soldier to do his job in any tactical circumstance,
however favorable to maneuver. They understood that in Ameri-
can wars the balance between fire and maneuver has tradi-
tionally tipped in favor of the former. But in Vietnam this
balance was profoundly affected by the overwhelming need to
keep casualty rates to an absolute minimum. As General Kin-
nard noted many years later, by World War Il standards, the
battle for LZ Albany was a clear victory:

The press got on us right away about Albany. I think that it was a

victory for us ... they had higher casualties. They left the

Ak e o o, A S s i S AR etk h




82 Firepower in

battlefield, not us. But it was a loss in the sense that you’re not

looking for 2 to 1 losses, you’re looking for 10 to 1 or 20 to 1. So

Albany was not up to our standards.?

Commanders soon came to realize that any potential bene-
fit derived from tactical experimentation and innovation with
maneuver in the field carried with it the heightened risk of
increased casualties. in Vietnam, more than in any other war in
American history, the preservation of soldiers’ lives was the
overriding tactical imperative. Faced with these new and exact-
ing standards, most field commanders were unwilling to deviate
too far from the accepted firepower-intensive tactical method.
They preferred the safer course and endeavored to keep a shield
of protective firepower around their troops whenever possible.2
In the battles to follow, these realities placed increasingly
greater constraints on infantry maneuver. The only practical
alternative was to employ firepower in massive quantities and
give it primacy over maneuver.

Artillery, Fighters, and Gunships

A force groomed since 1945 to fight in Europe required radical
alteration to prepare it for an Asian war. The artillery arm was
fortunate in that it required fewer doctrinal and materiel adapta-
tions. The guns and ammunition on hand in 1965 served ade-
quately with only minor modification. Infantry divisions were
equipped with the same 105-mm howitzer used in World War 11
and Korea. A light airborne version of the ubiquitous ‘105’
developed during the early 1960s became the sta